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When Pope Francis appeared before Congress in 2015, he spoke about the divisiveness that had
overcome American politics. The pope called for an end to “the simplistic reductionism which sees only
good or evil; or, if you will, the righteous and sinners.” Few heeded his warning.
Today a growing number of Americans regard their political opponents not as fellow citizens with whom
they disagree but as enemies; as politically, socially and even morally irredeemable. Millions of
Americans consume news in echo chambers, while countless numbers have lost friends or even turned
away from family over political disagreements.
This tendency to divide the world between us and them has come even to American churches, where
righteous advocacy of social justice can come across as self-righteous scolding of individuals. Christians
have a religious duty to champion the cause of justice. But as the prophet Micah teaches, they also have
the duty to walk humbly with God and with their neighbors, especially when tempted to think of
themselves as the swords of divine judgment.
Ultimately, everyone bears responsibility for polarization. This might seem like unwelcome news, but it’s
the opposite. As long as the cause of the problem is someone else, then nothing can be done. But those
who acknowledge how they contribute to the problem also can begin to imagine how they can create a
better culture. In this world Americans would see each other as neighbors and treat each other as
friends, even and especially when they disagree deeply.
We are priests from different Christian churches. We belong to different generations and have worked
for different political parties. Yet we share a love of country that transcends those differences. Above all,
we share a faith in God, who alone has the power to separate the righteous from the sinners.
This may sound fantastical or naively optimistic, but a common element in the traditions of both our
churches may provide a practical model for reducing polarization. It is called the exchange of peace, a
simple act of reconciliation before beginning the most sacred part of the liturgy. We turn to one another
and say: “The peace of the Lord be always with you.” This practice should go beyond our sanctuaries.
Imagine if Americans began to exchange the peace with their political opponents. In a secular setting
they could simply say, “I am your friend.”
This would transform the tone of politics. Treating opponents as friends would be more than a nicety. By
showing that we are disposed to listen as well as speak, it would make possible real dialogue.
It would be a step toward bridge building and away from confrontation. Christians have a mandate to
take up such a ministry of reconciliation—to help heal this country. For in the Christian tradition, truth is
ultimately a person, the one who is “the way and the truth and the life.” Truth, therefore, is someone
encountered in love, not something wielded as a weapon. No opinion, however passionately held, can
ultimately be called truthful if it isn’t spoken in charity. That is precisely what St. Paul meant when he
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wrote: “Though I speak in the tongues of angels, but have not love, I am a resounding gong or a clanging
cymbal.”
For Christians to embark consciously on a ministry of reconciliation would be a profound gift to America.
This would be an ambitious ministry requiring dedication, imagination, persistence and interfaith
coordination. But with prayer and imagination, we can find countless ways in countless situations to
exchange the peace.
It is essential that people of faith take responsibility for healing the divisions caused by polarization, and
that we bear witness to the solution and not add to the problem. Americans generally, and Christians
specifically, have a duty to act civilly, to will the good of others—or, in Christian terms, to bear witness
to that divine love that knows no borders; to the God for whom love, mercy and justice are the only
standards of human action.
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