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When John F. Kennedy challenged Americans  to ask not ”What can government do for us?”  but rather “What can we do for our country?  He inspired in millions of young people the vision of polities as a calling to serve.

Paul Henry first answered that call by joining the Peace Corps.  A young man from Holland, Michigan, Jim Dressel, sought a seat on the Ottawa County Board of Commissioners.  About the same time, I joined the Washington staff of a United States congressman.

Our paths converged in 1978, when each of us decided to seek election to the Michigan House of Representatives.  Young, energetic Republican from West Michigan, we became good friends who were referred to by some legislative staffers as the “Three Musketeers.”

Several times during my first campaign, skeptical voters asked me, “Are you a Christian?”  When I answered “yes,” the next question would be something like, “If you really are a Christian, why do you want to become involved with these thieves in Lansing?”

In fact, faith-based convictions mean little if they are not woven into the  fabric of our everyday lives—what we decide and how we act.

And what we decide and how we act often involve politics.  I describe politics as the process that occurs whenever two or more people are trying to transform conflicting ideas into consensus.  In the family, at work, school and at play, even at our places of worship, we engage in a political process.

Paul Henry understood this very well.  For him the question was not whether faith-centered people should become involved in politics.  As a devout Christian, he felt called to be involved—and struggled constantly with how best he could fulfill that calling.  As a policy maker, he cared deeply about achieving a just consensus in a political environment that, by its very nature, it more gray than black and white.

A great American statesman and unsuccessful candidate for the presidency, Adlai Stevenson, once observed, “After lots of people who go into politics have been in it for a while, they find that, to stay in politics, they have to make all sorts of compromises to satisfy their supporters, and that it becomes awfully important for them to keep their jobs because they have nowhere else to go.”

Adlai Stevenson was not describing Paul Henry.  For Paul, partisan politics and winning elections were organizational means of achieving public policy goals, and not ends unto themselves.  He was competitive and wanted to succeed, but not at any cost.  Respecting his  colleagues and constituents, respecting himself and respecting the political process, Paul believed that to uphold civility, integrity and justice in social discourse was more important than winning.

His approach would sometimes get him trouble with political leaders, friends, and constituents.  In Paul’s first couple of terms in the state legislature, he took unpopular stands for and income tax increase, environmental protection legislation and aid to the city of Detroit.  Later, in Congress, he differed with his party at home and in Washington, D.C. by speaking out against deployment of a proposed new missile system and U.S. aid to anti-communist Nicaraguan rebels.

And it was Paul Henry’s strong commitment to social justice that lead him to focus his legislative efforts on issues concerning the treatment of those least respected among us.  Not many legislators I knew welcomed the opportunity to serve on the Corrections Committee, as Paul did in both the Michigan House and Senate.  I fondly recall the fall evening when I accompanied him to a small church that was located in my legislative district—and in the shadow of a locally unpopular state prison facility.  There Paul spoke with passion about the spiritual and educational needs of imprisoned inmates, about the important mission of Chuck Colson’s prison ministry, and the need for those church members to offer their time and Christian love to neighbors incarcerated in that prison down the road.

Though Paul Henry dedicated his life to servant leadership, he struggled with the rest of us, his colleagues, on matters of ego and ambition and when to compromise or stand on conviction.  Yet, in a wonderfully joyful way, he possessed the ability, courage and spiritual faith to reach across lines of party, geography and philosophy—to encourage us to put aside our differences in pursuit of the common public good.

I shall never forget the legislative session that Paul was asked to open with the traditional invocation.  It had been a rancorous time in the House, with Republicans and Democrats deeply divided over a controversial issue.  The session that day promised to be no different.  Paul stepped to the rostrum, asked us to bow our heads and shared a prayer that essentially said:

God Our Father, we know that you are not a Democrat, 

but help to remind some of us that you are not a Republican either.  Give us guidance and bring us together to do what is right and just for the people of our state.

That prayer was the essence of Paul Henry’s servant leadership—leadership that is solely needed today from my generation and from the generation that students here this evening represent.  How does Paul’s service speak to us today?  Allow me to suggest a few ways.

First, by the issues that most concerned Paul.  Issues like economic justice and the growing opportunity gap.  We are at risk of becoming a more polarized society, where unequal opportunity and a history of racial and ethnic distrust feed each other—resulting in a nation of haves and haves not and the loss of community civility.

Today our family lives in metropolitan Detroit, presently the most racially segregated region in the country.  At last count, the median income in Oakland County, Detroit’s suburban neighbor, was $51,400 compared to $21,600 in the city.  The family income of two-thirds of the students in the Detroit Public Schools falls below the poverty line.  The school dropout rate is more than three times higher than the suburban rate.

Detroit is not an isolated case.  The Grand Rapids metropolitan area boasts one of the highest median family incomes and lowest poverty rates in the 320 metro areas across the United States.  But since 1950, more than twenty-two Grand Rapids census tracts have become “poverty neighborhoods” where more than 20 percent of the residents have incomes below the poverty line.  Like Detroit, neighborhoods in metro Grand Rapids are increasingly segregated by race and ethnicity as well as by income.

The opportunity gap will not be solved solely by government action, but neither can it be solved completely outside of the political process.  In their book, Divided by Faith, researchers Michael Emerson and Christian Smith conclude that while the white evangelical church has devoted considerable time and energy to resolving the problem of our nation’s racial divisions, it likely has done more to perpetuate than reduce our racialized society. Their study of attitudes held by white evangelicals shows a tendency to minimize our society’s race problem. To the extent a problem exists, those surveyed view the racial divide as an issue to be addressed by individual relationships and by a change in the Black work ethic and other values if more African Americans are going to take advantage of opportunity in a capitalist society.

Sojourners editor and evangelical activist Jim Wallis concurs that conservative Christians too often dwell exclusively in the dogma of personal responsibility.  However, he adds that liberal religion has lost its spiritual center, relying on secular social action that is divorced from the power of transformation rooted in faith.  In his book, The Soul of Politics, Wallis calls for a prophetic movement, manifested by political involvement and grounded in both social justice and personal responsibility.

I could not agree more.  How faith-centered citizens participate in ongoing public policy debates over such issues as the redistribution of wealth by taxing and spending, educational opportunity for all and affirmative action to redress a national history of systemic discrimination will shape the future of our state and nation whose population fifty years from now will likely be more brown and black than white.

Or consider the issue of environmental stewardship.  In Michigan, the population is projected to grow by nearly 12 percent, or 1.1 million residents by the year 2020.  If current state land use trends continue, the next 1.1 million people will use as much open space as was developed to accommodate the 9.2 million residents counted in 1990.  Former Governor William Miliken is fond of noting that the 37 million acres that is Michigan is all of the Michigan we have to care for.  It is our great responsibility to nurture our state’s majestic shoreline, the quiet rivers, streams and inland lakes, magnificent forests and fields and, yes, the busy streets where people live, learn and worship. Carrying out this responsibility cannot only be a personal commitment to 

balance our consumption of things with the need to conserve our natural bounty.  It also a question of community stewardship and the political will to manage growth in ways that sustain our air, water and all of God’s creation.

Let me pose this issue another way.  If we as a nation do not systematically reduce our consumption and the rest of the world continues to strive for the same standard of living we enjoy, will our planet be able to provide for all that the human race demands?  The alternatives to the individual practice and community policy of stewardship are more third world poverty, war, and desecration of the temple Earth.

Or there is the values debate that today divides our nation over issues like abortion and gun control and tomorrow over an issue like genetic engineering.  Permit me to use abortion as an example.  It is my conviction that God-given life begins at conception.  I believe that in matters such as abortion, capital punishment and euthanasia, our society’s laws should uphold the right to life.

But if like-minded citizens ever realized total success in electing a pro-life President, Congress and a sufficient number of state lawmakers, and if those elected leaders then enacted a constitutional amendment banning abortion, would the killing of unborn children stop?  I don’t think so, because we are a society in which the popular culture—through the personal consumption of music, television, movies and other media—glorifies violence, cheapens sex and devalues life itself.

Here again, we must be committed to both systemic social justice and personal responsibility.  I honestly believe that in this culture, the values that my wife and I are trying to impart to our two young children are as important to affirming the gift of life as any anti-abortion vote I ever cast at the State Capitol. What goes on at the State Capitol is very important and requires our engagement, but servanthood and change must also be matters of the heart and soul, and with how we treat and teach each other.

Paul Henry’s service also speaks to us about the importance of caring for the political process by which we make community decisions. After serving eighteen years in the State House, I now work far away from the hustle and bustle of state government and partisan politics. And our family lives in a neighborhood where children’s homework, school plays and soccer games are far more important than news from our state and national capitals. Many of my tuned-out-of-politics friends and neighbors have asked my why anyone would want to become involved in such a negative, rotten process.  They roll their eyes when I respond that most of the women and men I have known in the legislature are good and decent public servants.

A recently issued study by the Pew Partnership for Civic Change confirms my personal experience. The foundation’s survey found that few Americans today look to government institutions to solve the societal problems they identified.  In fact, the federal government ranked 14th of 15 possible problem-solvers in our communities. Why this skepticism?

In part I believe it is because of the growing temptation for campaigns and legislative agendas to exploit so transparently the issues that arouse our passions and divide us rather than focus on more complex questions that require difficult answers of inconvenience and even sacrifice on our part as citizens.

Our country’s political party system—a system whose influence today is based much less on patronage appointments and jobs than on soft money and independent advertising—is a major contributor today’s politics of passion and reaction.

I believe in a strong, two-party system.  At their best, political parties give voters fundamental choices about the size, scope and direction of our government.  They are a means for people to become directly involved in the exercise of our political freedom.  And in most legislative bodies, they are the basis by which elected representatives organize themselves for the purpose of setting agendas and working toward consensus.  By these standards, however, our two major parties are not operating very well.

Party platform planks defining fundamental policy choices are shelved before the ink is dry, while media consultants script advertising and sound bites that fit the findings of focus group and opinion surveys.  And while the parties trade partisan trash talk blaming each other for what is going wrong with our society and government, a growing number of citizens perceive little difference between the win-at-all-cost tactics of Republicans, Democrats and interest group allies that today, for example, include Christian political action committees.

Sowing the seeds of distrust and cynicism toward our legislative institutions, today’s political campaigns make it much harder for Republicans and Democrats alike to govern, after the election is over.  What is worse, in a growing number of legislative bodies the campaigns never seem to end, as partisan opportunism and acrimony poison agenda-setting and consensus-building.

The successful majority parties and party members in the 21st century will be those who are stewards of their states first.  Who take seriously their responsibility to care for and invest limited public resources in ways that will build a better statewide community now and in the future.  Who see the pursuit of a partisan legislative majority not as an end in itself, but as a means of advancing issues of individual opportunity and social justice.  Who inspire participation in politics by their vision and principles and do not exclude those who would participate by single-issue litmus tests.

The successful minority parties and leaders in the 21st century will be those who shed their minority mentality, which is the temptation to simply oppose what the majority proposes.  I say this from experience. I am convinced that one key reason why the long-time Michigan Republican minority finally became a co-majority in 1993 was that caucus members decided to develop a common, proactive policy agenda rather than simply react negatively to majority caucus ideas or push the hot button issues of the month.  The result was constructive engagement in the consensus-building process.

When, in 1993, Michigan voters elected 55 Democrats and 55 Republicans to the House of Representatives, the legislature agreed to share agenda-setting powers and, therefore, the responsibility for making difficult, controversial policy decisions.  From that unusual arrangement, among other accomplishments, emerged a landmark proposal to overhaul the financing of Michigan’s public schools and to create more choices for parents by authorizing publicly chartered academies.  Stewardship, not partisanship, prevailed.

I have often asked myself, how can the lessons learned from the two-year experience—lessons about the power of ideas, about risk-taking and about problem solving—be applied in more conventionally organized, partisan legislatures?  This is the great challenge of civic stewardship confronting today’s political parties, elected representatives and all people of faith who are engaged in partisan politics.

Finally, Paul Henry’s service speaks to us about personal integrity.  The day following the 1992 general election, the Speaker of the House asked me to stop by his office.  Not only had his caucus apparently lost control of the House after more than two decades of majority status, the speaker himself had been defeated in a hard-fought re-election campaign.

Devastated though he was, the speaker wanted to congratulate me the minority leader and his assumed successor.  He graciously told me that I was about to experience the adventure—and burden—of a lifetime. The burden I would bear, he said, was to maintain 

the civility and honor of an institution that, in society divided by race, income, and 

values , brings together a truly diverse, representative group of men and women.

Indeed, while the function of the ground floor rooms of Michigan’s State Capitol has changed from harnessing horses to harnessing technology, a legislature’s success today depends on what it always has: human relationships.  Constructive relationships are built on a foundation of trust.  A lobbyist said it best at my freshman legislative orientation many years ago.  Interacting with constituents, colleagues, the news media and lobbyists, every incoming legislator brings to the process the same valuable asset: his or her word of honor.  Integrity is an asset that none of can afford to squander.

Today’s candidates and office holders feel enormous pressure to follow sophisticated analyses of public opinion that can crowd out personal convictions when making 

Difficult, career-threatening decisions.  Every serous, well-intentioned candidate for political office I have ever known, myself included, entered his or her campaign to win—and then win re-election.  But integrity in politics is not about winning and losing.

At its best, the political process of representative government fosters the communication of ideas and values between the people and their representatives.  At times those in public office, after listening to public opinion and weighing conflicting information, must follow the dictates of conscience and the soul.  Those called to serve must make unpopular decisions and hope that while constituents may not be in agreement, they will respect and accept their representatives’ judgment.

At the same time, when wrestling with difficult issues of policy and principle, none of us has a monopoly on knowing absolutely what is just or right.  We must be open to the gifts God has bestowed on other servant leaders—women and men whose ideas may be as threatening to us as the great prophets’ messages were to the political and religious establishments of their times.

Government, or whatever the political arena in which we are engaged, is a process of accommodation and compromise.  It sometimes requires us to accept in good faith a consensus that does not exactly fit our view of how the world should work.

Several years ago, the late United States Senator John Stennis of Mississippi was shot during an attempted robbery in front of his Washington, D.C. home.  One of the first persons to rush to his bedside was Senator Mark Hatfield of Oregon.  The reported story of their friendship amazed many students of politics.  Mark Hatfield was a liberal Republican and outspoken critic of the Vietnam War.  John Stennis was a conservative Democrat and one of the war’s staunchest supporters.  What brought these two men together?  It was their religious faith—they met weekly for prayer—and their willingness as servant leaders to work together, agreeing at times, disagreeing at times and compromising when necessary.

Remaining open to God’s gifts in others and being true to one’s own convictions? Do you feel this tension? When should we compromise, and when should we make our stand?

At college during the Vietnam Wars years, I gave a great deal of thought and prayer to the idea of becoming a conscientious objector to that conflict. I returned home one weekend to share this heavy burden with my father. Knowing that he also had grave misgivings about our country’s involvement in Southeast Asia, I fully expected him to reinforce my thinking. Instead, he caused me to ask painful questions about my personal motivations and beliefs.  My father did not make a decision for me, and he did not make my decision and easier.  But in a loving way, he taught me that there is no simple formula for making moral decisions.

And this brings me to the third Musketeer who entered the legislature with Paul Henry and me.  State Representative Jim Dressel loved his work.  He was a loyal Republican partisan who understood the importance of bipartisan problem solving.  He was proud of his West Michigan roots but had no use for Detroit-bashing.  His independent spirit and moderate brand of Republicanism drew some flak.  Not all his constituency appreciated his advocacy for a light rail, public transit system in Detroit and fuel tax hike to

maintain Michigan roads.  As a decorated Vietnam War pilot, he had learned to handle flak.  Jim Dressel did his homework, reached well-reasoned conclusions and seemed comfortable with himself and his constituency.

Yet behind his exuberant “How are ya?” was a troubled soul. In 1984, he could no longer conceal the pain. When Jim announced his intention to sponsor an amendment to the state civil rights act to prohibit discrimination against homosexuals, I could not understand it.

Other friends and I warned him it was political suicide.  Besides, why should we broaden the definition of civil rights to protect what ought to be a person’s private life?  Jim told us that he knew citizens who had been denied housing and public accommodations, even employment, because they were gay.  “Who” Where” we asked.

He introduced the amendment in an election year, and the campaign got personal.  Some said to his face what many whispered behind his back: “You must be gay.”  Forgetting an admirable record of public service, Jim Dressel’s constituents soundly rejected his re-election bid.

Throughout the controversy, Jim said that his sexuality should be a private matter apart from the public policy question he had raised.  But those two spheres could not be separated.  In fact, his amendment was a means by which Jim finally confronted the truth he had concealed from many of us who were his friends.

Whether homosexuality is a product of one’s genes or environment is still being debated.  For Jim Dressel, it was a burden he never sought to bear.  That burden was made heavier by his religious and community upbringing, by constituents who did not want to talk about homosexuality and by politically active gays who shunned Jim because he would not own up publicly to his sexual orientation.  Finally, it was a burden made heavier by AIDS.  I had not seen Jim for about one year when one day he stopped by office to visit.  Without telling me he was dying, he had—I  realized later—come to say “good-bye.”  After we laughed and talked about many things, a serious moment prompted this observation from him: “People are rightly concerned about how promiscuity in the gay community has led to the spread of AIDS,” he said.  “Yet at the same time people make it so difficult for us to enter openly into serious, long-term, committed relationships.”

Jim Dressel was a true public servant.  He stood for what he believed was right, even when it was not politically popular.  He was not always right, but who among us is?  He taught me to be less judgmental about an issue I cannot fully understand—and more accepting of every one of God’s children.

Faith in politics?  It is manifested in the integrity and courage of individuals like Paul Henry and Jim Dressel.  It is revealed in how collectively we engage as citizens, political parties and other interests in community decision-making: the issues we choose to address, the civility and openness we employ to achieve consensus, and the balance we strike between compromise and conviction in our pursuit of social justice.  With this in mind, please join me as I close these reflections with prayer:

Our Father, how easy it is for us to pray for justice, but how difficult it is for us to agree on what it means to seek justice in our everyday lives.

Grant us the strength to struggle with the difficult problems we experience as individuals and as a community. As we become engaged in the process or politics, we humbly ask for your guidance.  Help us to be open to your Word, not only in scripture and prayer, but in the insights, experiences and gifts you have bestowed on all of your children.

Give us the courage to stand up for what believe is right.  But give us, too, the courage to hear and understand those who have different ideas and answers, and who also seek justice in your name.  Amen
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