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“Well, we’ll just have to agree to disagree.”
This phrase is one that we’ve heard or said 

countless times. It comes up around din-
ner tables and small group discussions as a 
rip cord for mitigating the descent into the 
discomfort, disorientation and frustration 
associated with disagreement. I’ve even seen 
this as a rule for dialogue spaces as a means 
to avoid argument and ensure that tempers 
don’t reach a boiling point as two perspec-
tives come in contact with one another. 

But is it enough? Is it really a satisfactory 
resolution for anyone looking to truly dia-
logue?  

“Agree to disagree” seems to me like res-
ignation into a conversational (or argumen-
tative) stalemate. You and I are sharing con-
flicting point of views, and neither one of us 
is able to sway the other to realize the “truth” 
of our positions.  So we, in mild resentment 
and disgust, simply say, “Well, we’ll just 
have to agree to disagree.” We have come up 
against an impasse of ideas, so we abandon 
the marathon exchange altogether because 
we can’t reach a finish line; neither one of us 
can win.

On the night of the 2016 U.S. presiden-
tial election, while doing “The Late Show” 
and simultaneously watching the results 
come in, host Stephen Colbert noted Pew 
research that showed more than half of the 
Democrats (55 percent) say the Republican 

Party makes them afraid, while 49 percent 
of Republicans say the same about the Dem-
ocratic Party. 

He remarked, “Both sides are terrified of 
the other side. Maybe that’s why our voting 
booths have a curtain — so you can have a 
place to hide after the election is over.”

“So, how did our politics get so poison-
ous?” he asked. “Maybe we overdosed.  We 
drank too much of the poison. … You take a 
little bit of it so you can hate the other side. 
And it tastes kind of good. And you like how 
it feels. And there is a gentle high to the con-
demnation. And you know you are right.” 

ENJOYING SENSE OF SUPERIORITY
We allow ourselves to be afraid of people 

who are different, even hate them, because 
there is a “gentle high” we find in condemn-
ing them. But there can also be a high in 
our desire to “win,” to be right, without any 
thought of the consequences. 

In our dialogue spaces, the consequences 
of trying to “win” are very real. Amid my 
fears and anxiety; amid my trying to win you 
over to my side; amid my discomfort, disori-
entation, and frustration associated with 
disagreement, I lose sight of you as a person. 

I all too often become so enamored with my 
own self-righteousness, that I, in fact, have 
it — politics, faith, reason, morality — all 
figured out, and I know so precisely how it 
ought to be lived out, that I entrench myself 
in the issues at hand and lose sight of others, 
as people, around me. 

Pope John Paul II, in his book, “Love and 
Responsibility,” offers us this: “There is no 
dignity when the human dimension is elim-
inated from the person.”

FIND REWARDS IN DISAGREEMENT
Amid all of our positions, all of our “hav-

ing it all figured out” and condemning those 
who think otherwise, we have seen far too 
little of each other. We have become unable 
to see or learn from the humans around us. 

There is no doubt that we disagree. There 
is no doubt that our theological claims, our 
spiritual journeys and cultural traditions 
are very different. But that difference ought 
not be overlooked or ignored simply because 
we think it is satisfying in the moment. True 
dialogue, like any relationship, is nuanced 
and complex, challenging and deeply 
rewarding.   

Interfaith Youth Core, in its “10 Guidelines 
for Brave Space Dialogue,” states, “When we 
agree to disagree, difference is not engaged 
and is instead dismissed — therefore, no 
learning actually occurs.” Instead of the old 
default — Agree to Disagree — they propose 
what we in the interfaith world call “contro-
versy with civility.” As Interfaith Youth Core 

observes, “Allowing controversy with civil-
ity means that opposing viewpoints can be 
engaged respectfully as means to learning 
from one another.”  

This doesn’t mean that I have to agree 
with or accept your perspective as true for 
me. Nor does it assume my perspective or 
experience ought to be true for you — and 
I say that as someone who loves to share 
my faith with other people. Rather, it wel-
comes us into a place of respectful inquisi-
tiveness — “Do you pray? What does prayer 
or meditation look like for you? May I share 
with you what prayer looks like for me and 
why I find it such an important part of  
my day?” 

We have the opportunity to learn about 
one another, to learn what each other 
believes or holds to be true, and to learn how 
those views, principles or ideas impact our 
everyday lives. In this way, we really begin to 
experience the beauty of one another. That’s 
how we win.

When turning our faces to one another, 
when we stand alongside of each other, with 
empathy and solidarity, when we ask ques-
tions and we listen to each other’s answers, 
we become known. We become real to each 
other. We see each other as whole persons — 
as humans. Then the craziest thing might 
happen. We might actually desire each oth-
er’s company … yes, even those with whom 
we disagree. Now I can agree to that! 
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In late February, actor Dennis Quaid joined religious rock 
group MercyMe at a Dallas concert to sing — and promote 
his new movie. The band has toured for much of the last 
year in support of the new film “I Can Only Imagine,” which 
tells the story of how lead singer Bart Millard wrote the big-
gest-selling Christian single ever after the death of his father.

For a biblically minded movie to succeed in theaters, it 
used to be enough to screen the film for pastors in advance 
and create study guides for campus youth groups.

As the campaign for the new Christian music biopic illus-
trates, that’s no longer the case. Studios now have to go to 
greater lengths to attract devout audiences in an increas-
ingly challenged faith-based film business, as the market for 
Christian movies becomes more crowded.

“Because there have been so many movies made for this 
audience, they have become much more discerning,” said 
Howard Cohen, co-founder of Roadside Attractions, the dis-
tributor of “I Can Only Imagine.” “And they will choose the 
ones that not only have a strong, Christian message but are 
bigger-feeling, more studio-type films.”

Just a few years ago, the faith-based genre produced 
multiple surprise hits as studios ramped up investment in 
religious-themed movies, resulting in successes such as 
“Heaven Is for Real” and “God’s Not Dead.” The rate of faith-
based films in theaters annually has doubled since 2012 to 
about 12 a year.

But the genre is now in a surprising slump. The last bona 
fide commercial hit designed for religious audiences was 
Lionsgate’s “The Shack,” about a man’s encounters with per-
sonifications of God, which collected $97 million worldwide.

MARKET IS GETTING QUIET
Movies explicitly about people practicing or defending 

their beliefs — once a reliably bankable subgenre, despite 
poor reviews — have delivered diminishing returns.

“God’s Not Dead 2” grossed $20 million in the U.S. and 
Canada in 2016, a third of the domestic box office of its pre-
decessor. (Another sequel comes out this month.) Titles such 
as “Same Kind of Different as Me” and “A Question of Faith” 
faltered at the box office last year.

“There’s been significantly more films trying to compete 
for oxygen, and a lot of them have failed financially,” said 
Rich Peluso, head of Sony Pictures’ faith-based label Affirm 
Films.

That’s a problem for an industry that has been eager to 
attract churchgoers ever since Mel Gibson’s “The Passion of 
the Christ” grossed $370 million domestically.

Christians are an appealing market for Hollywood, which 
is looking for ways to expand its audience as digital compe-
tition causes declines in theatrical attendance. The movie 
business is routinely criticized for overlooking the values of 
religious Americans, and faith-based filmmaking was seen 
as a way to rebut that narrative and attract an audience that 
usually doesn’t go to the movies.

Facing a wearied audience, some filmmakers are try-

ing to adapt by expanding into more subgenres, including 
romances, sports dramas, comedies and documentaries.

“We’re developing beyond just the genre of sermon-on-
film,” said Bill Reeves, head of Tennessee-based WTA Group, 
a marketing firm specializing in faith-based media. “We’re 
trying to answer the question of ‘What else is out there?’”

Others are putting their faith in Bible-based stories with 
big-name stars. On Friday, Affirm Films will release “Paul, 
Apostle of Christ,” which blends scripture and fiction to tell 
the story of the apostle’s last days. The new movie features 
actor Jim Caviezel in his first biblical role since he played 
Jesus in “The Passion of the Christ.”

Affirm is hoping Caviezel’s star power with the faith audi-
ence will make a difference. To promote the film, the actor 
spoke at an event at Liberty University that was simulcast to 
1,200 churches with clips of the movie.

“We definitely are connecting closer to the heart of pas-
tors and church leaders than we have on pretty much any 
other film we’ve done,” Affirm’s Peluso said.

A less traditional pick for the faith-based audience is 
Universal Pictures’ “Unbroken: Path to Redemption,” a fol-
low-up to the 2014 film about Olympic runner and World War 
II prisoner of war Louis Zamperini, set to debut in October.

The new “Unbroken” — about Zamperini’s life after the 
war, including his struggle with post-traumatic stress dis-
order, alcohol abuse and conversion to Christianity — is a 
direct response to a more demanding faith-based audience, 
producer Matt Baer said.

FILM ‘UTILIZES FAITH IN A NATURAL WAY’
The first “Unbroken,” released by Universal Pictures and 

directed by Angelina Jolie, grossed $114 million in the U.S. 
and Canada. Yet, the film drew criticism from religious audi-
ences because it did not include the veteran’s religious awak-
ening inspired by evangelist Billy Graham. The late preacher 
is played by his grandson Will Graham in the new film.

“‘Unbroken: Path to Redemption’ is the ideal example of 
where the faith-based movie is headed,” Baer said. “It’s a true 
story that utilizes faith in a natural way. It’s not shoehorned 
in.”

It’s unclear whether the latest crop of Christian films will 
succeed. “I Can Only Imagine,” a $7-million production shot 
in 25 days in Oklahoma City, is expected to gross a modest  
$4 million in its opening weekend.

Jon Erwin, who directed the movie with his brother, 
Andrew, knew it was a risky bet. He said a film executive 
once dismissed the idea of a Christian music biopic, telling 
him the audience for such a movie was about 18,000 people.

“I hope we prove him wrong,” Erwin said. “I have faith 
that there’s an audience for this film and other films like it.” 

NEEDING MORE  
THAN A MESSAGE

J. Michael Finley stars as Bart Millard, lead singer for the Christian music group MercyMe, in the film “I Can Only Imagine,” 
now playing in theaters.   Los Angeles Times

Moviegoers wait in line in front of a advertisement for Mel 
Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ at a New York theater in 
February 2004.   Stephen Chernin, Getty Images

No longer a novelty, 
the faith-based film 
business tries new ways 
to attract audiences

“Because there have been so many 
movies made for this audience, 
they have become much more 
discerning. And they will choose 
the ones that not only have a 
strong, Christian message but are 
bigger-feeling, more studio-type 
films.”
Howard Cohen, distributor of “I Can Only Imagine”


