
 

 
Dear Friends,  

“They’re not out there. They’re too 
afraid.” This was the disheartening 
response from a well-respected Evangelical 
pastor, who is working on Abrahamic 
interfaith initiatives, when asked where 
Christian voices were being raised to 
advocate for dialogue across differences in 
polarized communities in the United States.  
  

Photo Credit: Rathkopf Photos. 

 

Perhaps his assessment was a bit stark, and many, including myself, instinctively assume he must 
be mistaken. The prophetic voice seeking healing over harm, empathy over vilification, 
rehumanization over dehumanization is surely coursing through the narratives of those 
committed to the Biblical beatitudes. Humility, mourning, fairness, mercy, kindness, 
peacemaking…perhaps more than in any other passage of that sacred text, these are the virtues 
that Jesus elevated as opening the way for divine irruption into the world. And that powerful list, 
a plea of sorts, ends with a warning: those who stand for these principles may well be persecuted. 
Were not the prophets of old often rejected, ridiculed, and even destroyed? When you challenge 
those who are radicalizing under a banner of self-righteousness and twisting their interpretation 
of divine exhortations to seek power over others, you should watch your back. Yet, that would 
seem to be the very spiritual obligation of faith leadership. 
 
At least five pastors in the greater Portland, OR area were forced from the pulpit within a few 
months, earlier this year. Was it for financial malfeasance? Inappropriate behavior in their 
personal lives? Inability to perform their duties? No. Five pastors, perhaps more who were 
unknown to the faith leader who was interviewed by ICRD’s team, were chased from leadership 
for the sin of calling on their faith communities to embrace dialogue and empathy over 
political polarization and hatred. Race and justice, the authenticity of the pandemic, the 
sanctity of democratic governance – these were the issues they addressed. These pastors did not 



challenge their communities’ beliefs, only their reactions. They encouraged their flock to seek 
what the Quakers call “the light of the divine in the other”. All of these issues are visibly tearing at 
the fabric of American society, fueled by media divisiveness, misinformation, and political 
posturing. Who better to stand in that breach and evoke the spirit of love and reconciliation that 
is the firmament of the Christian faith than those church leaders? But in Portland, a pattern most 
likely repeated across the country, those prophetic voices are being silenced in favor of the 
narrative that God is political, and that the divine hates the same people we do. 
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There seems to be one unifying trend in American Christianity, whether conservative or liberal, 
and it is deeply troubling: the faithful increasingly doubt the legitimacy of the religious beliefs of 
the “other side”.  
  
However, it remains ICRD’s steadfast conviction that the best of our faith traditions should 
be the very solution to seemingly insurmountable problems. Common religious values, 
which illuminate and amplify that “small still voice” of the divine, echoing in the human heart, 
are precisely designed to raise us above our basest instincts of prejudice, fear, and hatred, and 
shine a guiding light into the darkness, around which we might all gather. 

But religion is being increasingly abused to justify our worst inclinations. And the ramifications 
are severe. On January 27, 2021, the Department of Homeland Security warned of a serious 
threat of ideologically motivated domestic violent extremism (DVE), citing anger over COVID-19 
restrictions, perceived widespread election fraud, race and justice concerns, and divisive political 
narratives. The pandemic, in particular, has been a tragic indicator. What might have been the 
precise external threat to our collective well-being that brought us all together to fight for 
the common good, instead became a flashpoint for deeper divisions. According to data from 
the Pew Research Center, 88% of Americans feel more socially divided than before the onset of 
the pandemic.  

In response to these circumstances, ICRD feels compelled to bring over 20 years of expertise in 
international conflict transformation and peacebuilding back home. Drawing on our experience 
working with faith communities and civil society networks across the globe, ICRD will employ 



tested methods that seek to identify and support those who are buffeted by the winds of this 
tempest, yet continue to challenge believers to heal and unite torn communities.  

 

 

The ICRD Team engages with Pastor Rick McKinley and Pastor Michael Ellick. 

  
With generous support from The M.J. Murdock Charitable Trust, ICRD is researching 
the constructive role of Christian religious actors in polarized communities in the United 
States. We will explore how leaders in several greater municipal areas, all of which have struggled 
with social conflict in the last year, are using faith narratives to restore social cohesion, seek 
opportunities for dialogue, and encourage intercession for healing. We will generate case studies 
that identify common challenges, as well as potential solutions. We will also use those case 
studies to seek further support for concrete community actions, networking, and the sharing of 
lessons and best practices by these individuals and their colleagues, particularly in centers of 
religious training for the next generation of church leaders.  

The findings so far suggest that religious leaders across geographical, political, and 
denominational contexts are eager to build coalitions and dialogue with those who have different 
political convictions, but often do not know where to start. They feel isolated and are afraid of the 
blowback. Some pastors lament that they face pressure on all sides to conform to specific political 
narratives, leaving them somewhat paralyzed. While others struggle with “reality-tunneling”, 
through which their communities are fixed on a single world view and struggle to see the other 
side. In other words, they need help making faith part of the solution. Please join us in 
standing alongside them in solidarity. 

Warm regards, 

 

James Patton 
President and CEO, ICRD 

  



How have you been a good neighbor? Do you have any stories you would love to share 
with us on fostering harmony and healing social divides in your community? We would love to 
hear from you and amplify your initiatives with our network! Schedule a call with our 
communications assistant, Saras, at +1 202-255-0968 or email her at saras@icrd.org. 

  

  

 

 



ICRD is fast approaching a time-honored tradition, the annual Faith-in-Action Award 
Dinner, which will be held as a “hybrid” event (both in-person at the Army Navy Country Club 
in Arlington, VA, and remotely) on September 23, 2021. Please plan to join us as we honor the 
work of Krista Tippett, Founder and Host of the OnBeing Project. 

Ms. Tippett’s faith-inspired work to build bridges across different cultures and traditions serves 
as a powerful illustration of the positive role of religion in healing wounds of history, increasing 
collaboration among faith groups on common goals, and advancing positive peace, at home and 
abroad. 

Every year, the contributions from the dinner sustain the work of our Center and grow our 
operations. We would love to see you at our event, as we break bread and break down barriers 
between us. 

 

  

  

  

 


