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THE ELEPHANT IN THE ROOM 
What’s Our Problem Today? 

Text: Matthew 12:15-28 

Making Sense of the Madness (Part 1) 
 

What’s Going On? 
 
We find ourselves in the midst of another heated season in America’s greatest pastime – 
politics. The conventions have introduced us to the soaring hopes of red and blue. The 
magazines are unpacking the strategy of each campaign. The talk shows and bloggers are 
breaking down the policy proposals from right and left. The debates will soon show us more 
of how the candidates themselves manage to think on their feet and which seems most 
presidential.  
 
Yet comparatively little focus is being given to the Elephant in the Room, and I don’t mean 
the GOP symbol. I mean the issue of fundamental national unity. Whichever candidate is 
elected come November faces the grim prospect of trying to lead a congress and country so 
bitterly divided that it is becoming increasingly ungovernable. We are losing the capacity to 
come together or compromise in the ways needed to solve the problems of today or seize 
the potential of tomorrow. Both Red and Blue, conservatives and liberals, have something 
essential to say; but from our capitol to our water-coolers to even our coffee-table 
conversations, we are losing the ability to listen, share, and work together, bringing to mind 
the warning of Jesus: “Every kingdom divided against itself will be ruined, and every 
city or household divided against itself will not stand” (Matt 12:25).  
 
Jesus spoke those words to describe the self-destructive madness that had overtaken the life 
of a particular man whom he then proceeded to heal. But the import of those words for you 
and me, for those who share our households, our cities, this kingdom we call America, 
deserves some attention. I believe we are living through a season of national madness that 
threatens to ruin us, and that this topic needs the attention of Christians and every other 
citizen.  
 
Some will say that I’m overacting to what is going on. Way back in 1895, humorist Finley 
Dunne famously observed in the Chicago Evening Post that: "Politics ain't beanbag." It's not 
a game for children and the faint of heart. Dunne’s remark has often been cited since then to 
justify the rough-and-tumble nature of politics, and it’s partly true. Even Jesus spoke harshly 
and overturned the tables of his opponents at certain moments. Political campaigns have 
always been boxing matches of sorts. But what concerns me (and maybe you) is that, 
nowadays, we rarely manage to leave the boxing ring.  
 

What Has Changed? 
 
Back in the 1990’s, Amy and I lived in a San Diego community where Lloyd Bentsen, the 
former U.S. Treasury Secretary and four-term Democratic senator from Texas, had a home. 
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On one occasion, I passed by his table at a local resort and paused to say hello. The senator 
showed the kind of cordial distance that public people do when interrupted in a personal 
moment, until I asked him if he’d known my great uncle, Peter Dominick, who’d been a 
senator from Colorado and chairman of the National Republican Senatorial Committee.  
 
At this, the Texan softened visibly. “Your uncle and I were great friends,” he said. “In fact, 
my wife still keeps in touch you're your aunt, Nancy… We sat on different sides of the aisle 
and sometimes knocked heads in debate. But we’d often go out for a beverage afterward. 
We’d talk about our families, what we agreed on, and what goals we could work on 
together.” The senator’s eyes were smiling as he remembered those times. And then they 
got sadder. Senator Bentsen said, “Now, things are really changing.”  
 
And he was right. Beginning in the 1990's, the rules changed in Washington. Fraternizing 
across partisan lines was discouraged. Without the social contacts that kept people seeing 
the humanity of the other point of view, it became easier to demonize one another and 
become sealed in one's own viewpoint. Opposition or “oppo” research, as it’s called, became 
a political industry, and negative attack ads an increasing feature of campaigns and, 
eventually, an accepted necessity. As one congressman recently put it: "This is not a collegial 
body anymore. It is more like gang behavior. Members walk into the chamber full of 
hatred."1

 
 

 For a long time, this increasingly violent polarization was mainly confined to Washington and 
partisan zealots around the country. Political scientists claimed that the culture wars were 
mostly a Beltway phenomena, while research showed that the average American remained 
moderate on policy issues. In the last decade, however, the number of people identifying 
themselves as centrists has steadily declined

 

, while those self-describing as liberals or 
conservatives has steadily climbed. 

A lot of this shift has been spurred by the influence of the political action committees and 
special interest groups that have grown so dramatically in the last few decades. Fueled by 
the prosperity of the late-eighties and nineties, the marketing budgets of these groups 
swelled. Suddenly our mailboxes and email

 

 were being filled by organizations decrying the 
utter depravity of the other side. It was certain that the sky would fall in and all things good 
would go down the tubes if we didn’t send them money right away to continue the fight 
against the forces of evil. The more mail there was, the harsher the rhetoric had to be to 
keep us reading it.  As money became tighter in the past decade, the appeals had to get 
even shriller to generate the funds that maintain the overhead and momentum of all these 
organizations. 

But perhaps nothing has so pushed us toward polarization as the advent and explosion of 
cable television during this same period of time. When you are running a television station 
and up against not just a few networks but literally hundreds of other broadcasters, you are 
in a dog-fight for advertisers. To get advertisers, you have to have market-share. To get 
market-share, you have to have hot content. To fill a 24 hour cycle, you need a lot of it. The 
dirt and diatribes dished out by the partisan machines came like manna to the cable 
television and radio industry. This content was almost as reliable a ratings booster as sex, 
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celebrity, and violence were. In fact, sometimes they were indistinguishable. Gradually, what 
had been at least relatively independent journalism gave way to thinly-veiled ideological 
rants. Neither the commentators of the Left or the Right were anything close to “fair and 
balanced.” They existed to fortify and incite a particular political base. 
 

Where Are We Today? 
 
 Now, some of you have to be wondering by now: “Why is he telling us all this? I thought I 
came to church not a political science discussion?” I’m telling you all this, because Jesus once 
said that to be effective disciples, we need to be astute in reading our times so that we can 
bring the proper wisdom and behavior to them. “You know how to interpret the 
appearance of the sky,” said Jesus, “interpret the signs of the times” (Matt 16:3).  
Jesus warned us to be very careful lest we lose the role we are supposed to play as a 
positive and preserving presence within our culture, rather than becoming just like everyone 
else in the way we deport ourselves. “You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses 
its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything” 
(Matt 5:13). 
  
 It’s getting harder and harder to not be absorbed by the culture of panic and partisanship 
present today. This combative environment was bad enough in the 1990's when budgets 
were balanced, prosperity was rising, and peace prevailed. But it’s not your imagination; 
political, economic, and social pressures have grown dramatically more intense in the last 
decade. Technology and globalism have bound our fortunes to that of other nations and 
created massive relocations of capital and workers as never before. The racial and cultural 
composition of the United States is getting more and more complex. Everyone and 
everything is moving faster and each day is being packed with a higher volume of speakers 
and stuff.  
 
And the tragic result is that the pressure has gotten to us and cracked us. Every election 
cycle, the boxing gets bloodier and more extreme. Conversations about politics in our 
families, churches, and social circles are tentative or testy affairs at best. We litmus test each 
other, listening and looking for clues about whether you are red or blue, liberal or 
conservative, my friend or my enemy. We speak in anger and hyperbole about those 
“others.” At the very time when it is more essential than ever that we pull together, we have 
become “a kingdom divided against itself.” For as Abraham Lincoln agreed in our cover 
quote for today, we are never as threatened by the dangers that approach us from without 
as by the divisions that rise up within. 
 

Where Do We Go From Here? 
 
But there’s good news on the horizon. A lot of us are starting to get it. In a recent poll, 
almost 80 percent of Americans described the present lack of civility as “a serious national 
problem.” When asked who was responsible for improving civility, 90 percent pointed not to 
the candidates or the campaigns or the media, but to the American public.2 If change in our 
cultural climate is going to happen, it’s going to have to start at the grassroots level, like 
mustard seeds (Matt 13:31-32). It’s going to begin with people like you and me. 
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That’s what I want to think about with you over the next three weeks. I’ve touched today 
some of the external factors that have contributed to the climate of conflict in our society. 
But I’m convinced that there’s something much deeper going on and many of these factors 
simply heighten our struggle over this internal thing.  I’m convinced that when you set-aside 
the nut-jobs and the merely power-hungry players (and contrary to popular belief that’s not 
all or even most of us), you will see that the political battles going on today are actually 
moral struggles. If we are going to make progress as a people, then several advances are 
particularly needed.  
 
FIRST, we need to develop a better understanding of how human beings truly function on 
moral matters. We think we develop our politics rationally. But we mostly don’t. We move 
through this world intuitively. We act on the basis of moral intuitions and particular ways of 
seeing the world that often go unexamined. We’ll start to examine them. 
 
SECONDLY, if we’re going to interact with one another more constructively, then we need to 
take a deeper dive into the particular moral values we are most passionate about. I want to 
look with you in coming weeks at six moral foundations that account for the different places 
people are on the political spectrum, and perhaps help us approach one another differently.   
 
And FINALLY, I’d like to look with you at some basic biblical ground rules for Christians 
operating in a partisan world. If ever there was a time to be Jesus-followers first and party-
members second, now is the time. Our culture desperately needs us to help stop the 
madness. 
 
 That’s why I’m asking two practical things of you in closing. Come back next week open to a 
fresh and different look at politics and culture than you’ll be getting from the news and 
campaigns. And lastly, invite everyone else you can to be part of this reflection, because the 
stakes are really high. For Jesus has said: “Every kingdom divided against itself will be 
ruined, and every city or household divided against itself will not stand” (Matt 
12:25). 
 
Let’s pray together… 
 
O good and wise God, you have richly blessed the people of this land, allowing us a place 
among the great nations of history. Sensing both the perils and potential of this present time, 
we pray for our country, for each of the candidates now running for office, for their families 
and co-workers, and for every citizen whose moral vision and actions play such an important 
part in shaping the future of this commonwealth. Deepen our humility and wisdom, 
strengthen our discipline and courage, expand our hearts and heal this land. Through Jesus 
Christ we pray. 
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THE ELEPHANT IN THE ROOM 
What’s Our Problem Today? 

Text: Matthew 12:15-28 
 
 
 
Questions for Reflection: 
 

1. Where do I place myself on the political spectrum? 
 
 
 

2. On a scale of 1-5 (where 1=very doubtful and 5=very certain), how would I describe 
my confidence level that my politics are driven by Christian moral values? 

 
 
 

3. What makes me maddest about the cultural or political environment today and why? 
 
 
 

4. How would I describe my comfort level in talking with people who are at a very 
different place than I am? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
1 Rep. James Cooper (D), Tennessee, as quoted in Nocera 
2 Jonathan Merritt, “What’s the Point of Politics?” Relevant Magazine, Issue 59, Sep-Oct 2012, p.67-72  
 


	What’s Going On?

