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Douglas Kindschi   Director, 
Kaufman Interfaith Institute

We are living in a time 
when morality is taking center stage in ways 
quite unthinkable just months earlier. Sex-
ual indiscretions were long overlooked in 
the political and entertainment worlds, but 
now we are seeing a dramatic change in atti-
tudes. In the political, broadcasting, cinema 
and business worlds, we are seeing a revolt 
against sexual harassment. 

As Washington Post columnist Michael 
Gerson recently wrote: “What seemed for 
generations the prerogative of powerful 
men has been fully revealed as a pernicious 
form of dehumanization. Men … have been 
exposed at their moments of maximum cru-
elty and creepiness  — just as their alleged 
victims (on credible testimony) experienced 
them. An ethical light switch was flipped. 
Moral outrage — the appropriate response — 
now seems obvious.”

Gerson, a former speechwriter for Presi-
dent George W. Bush, points out that this 
outrage is not coming so much from the reli-
giously conservative voices whom one would 
expect would take such a stand against 
“injustice and exploitation — as the Chris-
tian gospel demands.” 

He decries those “for whom the dignity of 
girls and women has become secondary to 
other political goals.” When the female gov-
ernor of a state admits she has no reason to 
disbelieve those who have accused the can-
didate for U.S. Senate of molesting underage 
girls, but still will vote for him because of his 

political party, then Gerson says tribal pol-
itics has led us to “tribal morality.” We can 
excuse immorality if it leads to my tribe win-
ning in the political arena. 

Gerson also cites prominent religious 
leaders who have supported that same can-
didate because he would vote on the right 
side in Congress. He concludes by affi  rming 
that the primary emphasis should be on the 
rights and dignity of each individual. 

“This is the firm moral ground upon 
which our debate on sexual harassment 
should be conducted. Political fi gures guilty 
of coercion, exploitation, dehumanization, 
cruelty and the abuse of power should not be 
trusted with power. Even on our own side.”

DOING WHAT THEY ONCE CONDEMNED
Also dealing with the relationship 

between politics, religion and morality was 
another columnist writing in the New York 
Times about his country of Turkey. Mustafa 
Akyol discusses the impact of a political rev-
olution that brought to power religious con-
servatives who now dominate most of the 
government and media. 

This revolution has led to an undesirable 
result, writes Akyol: “The religious conser-
vatives have morally failed because they 
ended up doing everything that they once 
condemned as unjust and cruel. For decades, 
they criticized the secular elite for nepotism 
and corruption … and for using the news 
media to demonize and intimidate their 
opponents. Yet after their initial years in 
power, they began repeating all of the same 
behavior they used to condemn, often even 

more blatantly than their predecessors.”
It is a familiar story. “The religious con-

servatives have become corrupted by power. 
But power corrupts more easily when you 
have neither principles nor integrity,” Akyol 
continues. This gap between religion and 
morality raises the question, “Does reli-
gion really make people more moral human 
beings?”

Akyol responds by pointing to the two 
fundamental ways that religion can work. 
It can be a source of self-education or of 
self-glorifi cation. 

As a source of self-education, “religious 
texts often have moral teachings with which 
people can question and instruct them-
selves. The Quran, just like the Bible, has 
such pearls of wisdom. It tells believers to 
‘uphold justice.’ It praises ‘those who control 
their wrath and are forgiving toward man-
kind.’ It counsels: ‘Repel evil with what is 
better, so your enemy will become a bosom 
friend.’ A person who follows such virtuous 
teachings will likely develop a moral char-
acter, just as a person who follows similar 
teachings in the Bible will.”

‘RELIGION ... AS DRUG FOR THE EGO’
But religion can be a source of self-glori-

fication when one assumes to be “already 
moral and virtuous simply because you 
identify with a particular religion. … A reli-
gion’s adherents assume themselves to be 
moral by default, and so they never bother 
to question themselves. … For such people, 
religion works not as cure for the soul, but as 
drug for the ego. It makes them not humble, 

but arrogant.”
Akyol, as a Muslim, continues by quot-

ing an “exceptional Jewish rabbi who lived 
two millenniums ago, Jesus of Nazareth.” He 
cites Jesus’ criticism of the Pharisees, who 
are “confident of their own righteousness 
and look down on everybody else” (Luke 
18:9). 

‘US VS. THEM’
This religion stripped of morality occurs 

when a belief system is reduced to simple 
group identity. Akyol continues, “This kind 
of ‘us vs. them’ mentality can corrupt and 
radicalize any religious community — Chris-
tians, Muslims, Hindus and Buddhists alike 
can become hateful militants when they see 
themselves as righteous victims.” 

By discussing the observations from these 
columnists, I am not trying to make a case 
against conservative values, morality or 
even political impact. My point is that power 
corrupts. As citizens, we must always be vig-
ilant to the danger of political power agen-
das overwhelming the basic moral lessons 
that our religions have taught, and that all 
persons of good will would affi  rm. 

These are confusing times when our 
tribal loyalties build walls between polariz-
ing communities and threaten our basic reli-
gious and human values. Let us rediscover 
and reaffirm the dignity of all, regardless 
of gender. Let us also guard against letting 
our political commitments cloud our moral 
judgment. 
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A year ago, in the days after the shock of 
learning that Donald Trump would be the 
next president, Charleen Ward was afraid.

And come Sunday, she was in church.
“I was really scared. I felt that things were 

going to be drastically changed for me as an 
African-American woman, as a gay woman,” 
she said. “I needed to come after the election. 
I knew there would be many who felt the way 
I did. I needed to have that family support of 
the church.”

The pews were packed in churches across 
the country on the Sunday after the elec-
tion, filled with Trump supporters giving 
thanks for the turning of a page in Amer-
ica, with stunned liberals seeking solace 
and with many who simply felt compelled to 
be together in community in an emotional 
moment.

The election didn’t mark any sort of spiri-
tual awakening in America. There’s been no 
big turn in the tide of an increasingly secu-
lar younger generation. But there was a slight 
shift: In churches across America, some of the 
people who walked through the doors for the 
fi rst time in many years on that Sunday after 
Election Day stuck around. In quiet ways in 
the past year, the church has changed them. 
And they have changed the church.

That’s apparent at St. Margaret’s Episco-
pal Church in the District of Columbia, where 
Ward found community on that Sunday after 
the election. The church has so many new 
members — many of whom voice their com-

mitment to progressive priorities loud and 
clear, but don’t have quite as firm a grasp 
on church tradition — that the clergy just 
launched a series to teach them, over drinks, 
about the theology behind their social justice 
causes.

“It comes out of the requests from our 20- 
and 30-somethings, who are kind of new to 
church. They’re not new to advocacy. They’re 
not new to activism,” said the Rev. Richard 
Weinberg. “They have commitments. But 
they don’t have the theological language and 
background.”

‘MORE OF AN ENERGY’
Average Sunday attendance jumped from 

98 in the month leading up to Trump’s inau-
guration to 122 in the following month, Wein-
berg said. “I would say that there is more of 
an energy and a commitment to the resis-
tance movement. Young folks and not-young 
folks alike are coming.”

It’s a pattern echoed across the city and 
across the country, in congregations of many 
stripes. In many Jewish and Muslim congre-
gations, some young people who didn’t think 
much about their identities before drew 
closer to their communities in the face of ris-
ing anti-Semitism and Islamophobia. At All 
Souls Unitarian Universalist Church in the 
District, the Rev. Robert Hardies said Sunday 
attendance is 33 percent higher this fall than 
it was before last year’s election.

The Rev. Susan Frederick-Gray, president 
of the Unitarian Universalist Association, 
said that’s the case at most congregations 

across the country in the liberal Unitarian 
Universalist church. Her church in Phoenix 
saw a 20 percent increase in Sunday atten-
dance after the election.

 She thinks the stress of politics is driv-
ing women and immigrants in particular 
to church. “When people are afraid, when 
they’re facing trauma, when they’re in the 
midst of tremendous challenge and diffi-
culty, they seek out communities that will 
support them,” Frederick-Gray said. “They 
seek out religious community. And I believe 
people are experiencing trauma in this polit-
ical environment.”

When The Washington Post asked women 
who participated in the January Women’s 
March to write in about what actions they’ve 
taken since Trump’s inauguration, at least a 
dozen mentioned getting more involved in 
a church.

 EMPHASIS ON ACTIVISM
Many mainline Protestant churches, 

as well as mosques and synagogues, have 
redoubled their social action activities, 
attracting new members who want a place to 
get involved. Church committees across the 
country have been busy hosting rallies about 
climate change and racism, writing and call-
ing legislators about health care and taxes, 
and off ering direct aid to refugees and immi-
grants.

 At St. Margaret’s, members have joined 
some of the protest marches and have 
reached out to Muslim and Jewish leaders 
to show solidarity. But often the volunteer 

opportunities are less obviously political, 
like serving meals to hungry neighbors.

 On a recent Sunday, as the fi rst anniver-
sary of the election approached, Weinberg 
 spoke of finding a message of liberation in 
that week’s Bible passage, from the Book of 
Revelation.

“That indeed is a good-news message, but 
… consider how each of us is called to the ser-
vice of liberating work and faithful resistance 
in the face of injustice,” he preached, naming 
rallies and marches as part of that work. “For 
those who have fl ed their homes and found 
little welcome in the xenophobic West, lib-
eration is coming. … For those who work so 
many damn jobs and still can’t make ends 
meet, liberation is coming. … For our suff er-
ing planet, liberation is coming.”

Then the Rev. Kym Lucas explained Com-
munion and the collection — taking care to 
demystify the rituals for those who are new 
to church services.  Lucas describes the new-
comers as “seekers.” Many of them are look-
ing for a community to spur them to action, 
but also simply for solace.

“For a lot of people, there’s been this sense 
of depression and sadness. We’ve had to 
remind ourselves that there is hope,” Lucas 
said.

That’s what Ward, as a lesbian mother 
concerned about raising her 8-year-old 
daughter in Trump’s America, felt she 
needed.

“The last year has felt like a nightmare,” 
she said. “The church really became a 
haven.”

The pews were full after the 
2016 election. And many stayed. 

Pamela Perry, left, and Patrice Eubanks talk during a choir rehearsal at St. Margaret’s Episcopal Church in Washington.   Matt McClain, Washington Post


