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Ephesians 4:25-5:2 
 
As I read this excerpt from Ephesians, I couldn’t stop thinking 
about the current state of our country – the deep divisions, the 
extreme polarization, and the decline in civility in public 
discourse.  
 
Two examples caught my eye in Friday’s Albuquerque Journal. A 
front page story reported that “an Albuquerque Public Schools 
Board meeting to review and refine COVID safety guidelines 
came to an abrupt end Wednesday night when some community 
members became ‘disruptive and nasty’ in their opposition to an 
indoor face mask mandate that is being imposed at all APS 
properties and on school buses.” The article went on to say that 
the “oral comments from those opposing masks seemed tame 
compared to some of the comments emailed to APS in the days 
leading up to the board meeting.” Those quoted in the paper are 
so vitriolic that I will not repeat them here. 
 
Another article reported on an “unusually direct and bitter” 
exchange between President Biden, who recently asked 
Republican governors to “get out of the way” of efforts to contain 
the coronavirus, and Governor Ron De Santis of Florida, who has 
banned mask mandates in schools even as his state has become 
the nation’s epicenter of the latest surge in COVID cases. White 
House Press Secretary Jen Psaki commented: “This is too serious, 
deadly serious, to be doing partisan name calling.” 
 
A poll conducted in June by the Georgetown Institute of Politics 
and Public Service found that “voters now rank ‘division in the 
country’ as the most important issue facing them personally,” 
“even while remaining polarized over the direction of the country 



and many key issues.” And they rate the level of political division 
alarmingly high – 73 on a scale of 0-100.  
 
A more encouraging finding from the Georgetown survey is that 
“an overwhelming majority of voters polled believe that 
compromise for the purpose of getting results is far more 
important than ideological purity. . . . Voters prefer a politician 
who is willing to work together to get things done, even if it 
means compromising on their values sometimes (69%) over a 
politician who consistently fights for their values, even if this 
means not finding a solution very often (27%).” 
 
What the author of Ephesians wrote to the church in the first 
century, remains just as relevant to us in the twenty-first century. 
“Putting away falsehood, let all of us speak the truth to our 
neighbors. . . . Be angry but do not sin; do not let the sun go down 
on your anger. . . . Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, but 
only what is useful for building up, as there is need, so that your 
words may give grace to those who hear. . . . Put away from you 
all bitterness and wrath and anger and wrangling and slander, 
together with all malice, and be kind to one another, 
tenderhearted, forgiving one another.” These are words we 
desperately need to hear and follow today. We need more civility. 
 
The dictionary defines civility as “formal politeness and courtesy 
in behavior or speech.” But civility is much more than that, as the 
Houston-based Institute for Civility in Government points out: 
“Civility is about more than just politeness, although politeness is 
a necessary first step. It is about disagreeing without disrespect, 
seeking common ground as a starting point for dialogue about 
differences, listening past one’s preconceptions, and teaching 
others to do the same. Civility is the hard work of staying present 
even with those with whom we have deep-rooted and fierce 
disagreements. It is political in the sense that it is a necessary 
prerequisite for civic action. But it is political, too, in the sense 
that it is about negotiating interpersonal power such that 
everyone’s voice is heard, and nobody’s is ignored. And civility 
begins with us.” 



 
Following Ephesians, the church ought to be modeling civility for 
the rest of society. We certainly have the biblical and theological 
resources for doing so. But we Christians have not always lived 
up to the ethical standards expected of us. We have not always 
led lives worthy of the calling to which we have been called, to 
quote the beginning of Ephesians chapter 4, “with all humility 
and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in 
love, making every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the 
bond of peace.” The church has a checkered past. And would that 
being impolite or discourteous was the worst of it. We Christians 
have much to answer for: the Crusades, the execution of heretics, 
religious wars between Protestants and Catholics, the slaughter of 
Native Americans, the enslavement of Africans, the Holocaust. 
 
So, let’s acknowledge that we don’t occupy the moral high 
ground here. We’re struggling along in this world as everyone 
else is. But we do have the Bible, the love of God, the life and 
teachings of Jesus Christ, and the presence of the Holy Spirit to 
support and guide us. 
 
Last year prominent Christian leaders and organizations 
concerned about “the polarization and incivility that is tearing 
our country apart” launched an initiative they called Golden Rule 
2020: A Call for Dignity and Respect in Politics. They believed 
that if enough people followed Jesus’ command to “do unto 
others as you would have them do unto you,” it would help 
generate the respect and civility so desperately needed in our 
country. To that end they encouraged Christians of different 
political views to pray for the healing of the divisions in our 
country and promote the use of the Golden Rule in political 
discussions and election activities. 
 
They suggested that we each ask ourselves the question: “How 
would I like others to behave towards me when I’m in a political 
discussion where there is disagreement?” How would you 
answer that question? Would you like them to show you respect? 
Would you like them to listen to you? Would you like them to tell 



the truth? Would you like them to acknowledge areas where they 
agree with you? Would you like them to refrain from distorting 
your position? Would you like them to refrain from questioning 
your motives or patriotism? 
 
I imagine most of us would agree that we want others to treat us 
in those ways. The challenge for all of us, then, is to model that 
behavior to others -- to treat others, even those with whom we 
vehemently disagree, in the same way we would like them to 
treat us. 
 
It sounds simple, but it’s hard to do. Just because we show others 
respect, listen to them patiently and with curiosity, use precise 
and truthful language to communicate our views, acknowledge 
areas of mutual agreement, and refrain from distorting their 
position or questioning their motives, does not mean that they 
will respond to us in kind. That’s why many organizations that 
promote bipartisan respect, civility, and understanding, do so 
by facilitating conversations between small groups of people 
in a controlled environment with agreed upon ground rules. 
 
Moreover, with our society awash in misinformation and 
conspiracy theories, we can’t even agree on facts, which makes it 
doubly hard to have civil conversations. And when the people 
with whom we disagree are loved ones -- friends or family 
members – our interactions can be frought with emotion because 
we care about them so much, and those relationships are 
sometimes strained to the breaking point. 
 
It is so difficult to have civil conversations with people with 
whom we disagree that many of us have simply stopped trying. 
With friends and family members there are things we just don’t 
talk about, subjects we simply avoid bringing up, in order to 
maintain those relationships. In society at large we tend to retreat 
to our corners, interacting with like-minded people with whom 
we feel more comfortable and avoiding interactions with people 
who have opposing views from our own. This human tendency 
has been exacerbated by social media platforms, which use 



algorithms to show us more of what they think we want to see. If 
I click on a Facebook post quoting Dr. Fauci about the latest surge 
in COVID cases, my news feed will start showing me more posts 
about COVID. If I click on a video of someone explaining why 
they oppose vaccines, the very next moment my news feed will 
show me more posts with a similar point of view. To learn more 
about how social media has contributed to the polarization of our 
country, I recommend the Netflix documentary “The Social 
Dilemma.” 
 
As hard as it is to venture out beyond our comfort zones to have 
conversations with people with whom we disagree, it is vital that 
we do so. We cannot allow our country to become further 
divided. We had one civil war in this country. We dare not risk 
another one. The church ought to be a source of healing in our 
country -- an agent of reconciliation rather than a source of 
division and discord. 
 
The letter to the Ephesians offers some guidance. It counsels us as 
“beloved children” of God to be “imitators of God.” Just as young 
children imitate their parents, we are to imitate our divine parent. 
God loves us and so we are to love one another. Our words are to 
be used in building one another up, not tearing each other down. 
We need to find ways to disagree without being disagreeable. 
When we speak our truth, we need to so in love, being sensitive 
to how our words are being received. For us to do otherwise 
weakens the body of Christ and grieves the Holy Spirit of God. 
So, let us live in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for 
us. May it be so. Amen. 
 


