Moving Past Disagreement
Romans 14:1

Accept the one whose faith is weak, without quarreling over disputable matters.
This has been a tragic and tumultuous week. So many heated issues burn our nation: Hatred, racism, guns in the wrong hands, questionable police actions, retaliatory murder; so much negative being expressed socially and politically.  It is difficult to find peace amongst the turmoil, aggression, and disagreement.  

And it’s not the disagreement that unsettles me. People have always disagreed about something. Whether it is politics, how to raise children, gun legislation, the proper diet, the best music, which way to roll the toilet paper … people will always disagree.
Even when it comes to the Bible, there are diverse opinions and interpretations. Some hold dearly to what Paul says; others do not. Paul teaches that we are saved by faith: that God sacrificed Jesus for our sins. Others hold to what Jesus taught: that we are saved by our works, by doing, speaking and thinking rightly.  

There are disagreements over what is meant by “Son of God” versus “Son of Man”, whether the stories in the Bible are fact or allegory, whether Jesus was human or deity, over which interpretation of the Bible is most accurate, over whether or not we even have the whole Bible, or parts are missing, or parts were added later, over whether Jesus was truly born of virgin-birth.

If there is something that can be disagreed upon involving the Bible or spiritual concepts, people disagree; and with every disagreement, another denomination forms.    
Being in a non-denominational situation is somewhat freeing, actually.  When I speak, I am not bound by any particular set of dogma.  Yet I feel a deep responsibility to speak to as large a continuum of thought and belief as possible.  Therefore, I typically take a very broad and conservative approach to my subject matter.  I usually stay pretty close to Biblical teaching, offering a new perspective on an old idea, or I incorporate some sort of business/personality teaching while rooting it to Biblical teaching.  
I try not to teach the doctrine of any particular Christian theology. If you were to ask me, “So Patrick – are we saved by works or faith,” my answer would be something like, “Can’t it be both? Can’t we have faith in the Christ as our personal spiritual savior and live a loving moral life of service, right action, and respectful uplifting words?”
Although we can disagree on the meaning of the words Jesus spoke, and why he said them, it is more difficult to disagree on what he said. Outside the slight discrepancies in Bible translations his words are pretty black and white. 
And we know that Jesus said some ‘pretty cool stuff’, like when he was asked what the greatest commandment was.  He responded, in Mathew22:37-40 -- “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.  This is the first and greatest commandment. A second likewise is this, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” 
I think all of Christianity agrees that Jesus said these words.  Disagreements still exist over whether Jesus meant love the whole world, or love the people nearest to us, or love those whom we know or can have an impact upon. I believe some disagreements, certainly not all, can be resolved through an attitude of inclusivity: could Jesus have meant to love each other in all those ways? 
For me, fighting over such small differences in semantics blinds us to the point:  Love God, with all your heart, mind and soul, and love your neighbor as yourself.

I read that you can distill Christianity to three words: You shall love. My twist on the three words would be: repent, forgive, love. 

There is no doubt that one of the most powerful messages the Christ brought us was to love.  But when he healed someone, it was often with the words, “Your faith has healed you, go forth and sin no more.”  In common language, he said go forth and change your destructive behaviors, thoughts and words. 

Repent, Jesus implored us. John the Baptist’s mission was to preach that message.  We are to change our ways; change our thinking; make whatever personal adjustments necessary to lead a more stable productive life and to see life through the eyes of gratitude, simplicity, order, harmony, beauty, and joy.  
Christ also teaches us to release judgment and forgive; turn the other cheek. Don’t cast the first stone; don’t look for the speck in your neighbor’s eye, when you have a log in your own.  Forgive.

And yes, he teaches us to love.  These three words can describe the Christianity as taught by Christ: repent, forgive, and love.
But here is our challenge. Recent studies show that our brains are wired differently; not just wired, but are physiologically different. For instance, people who are politically conservative tend to have a larger right amygdala. This is the part of the brain that processes fear and emotion. It is responsible for the flight or fight response. 

Politically liberal people tend have a larger anterior cingulate gyrus. Did you even know you had an anterior cingulate gyrus? 

This part of the brain is responsible for taking in new information and applying that new information to our choices and decision making process.
Conservative people in personality studies tend to rate higher in the areas of stability, loyalty, not liking change, orderliness, and being more religiously involved in terms of decision making. Liberal personality types score higher in terms of embracing change, creativity, wanting to establish decision-making on new information, in particular scientific and research-based information.
Bottom line: Some people are going to hear information and be open to changing their minds; others will not. 

And of course, these are preliminary studies. We are people and cannot be pigeon-holed. But they seem to be accurate to 71.6 percent. MRI tests show accuracy to 82.6 percent in differentiating the political propensities between the conservative and the liberal.
So Patrick, is it better to be a conservative or be a liberal, or be an independent, somewhere in between? And my answer would be, “Yes.” 

Look, if these studies are true, then Nature has a lot to do with how we think and respond to situations, at least politically. Genetically, our brains are similar to our parents’, which may be one reason why we often vote the same way as our parents.  It’s like being blue eyed, brown eyed, green eyed, or some other color. We don’t choose it; that’s just the way God made us. It is like our gender preferences; we don’t choose to be gay or straight; that’s how God made us. This is true of our ethnicity, being right or left-handed, male/female, tall/short.  One is not better or worse; just different.

My feeling is this: if God made us with such diversity, there must be a place for us all. We are all of value. And truly, who doesn’t want to embrace the qualities of the conservative and the liberal? -- stable, loyal, orderly, yet tolerant, and open to new information and change?  

God made us all, so we need each other and we need to learn from each other and get along with each other.  If it is true that our brains cause us to respond differently to the same stimuli, then it is futile to compete. It is a given that we will disagree; there must be a reason for that. But we do not have to fight or become aggres-sive, and we can refrain from trying to convince each other that you are wrong and I am right. We cannot force someone to change their mind because their mind is literally different than ours; we cannot change the morphology of someone’s brain.
So if this is the case, our only recourse is to come together with our differences and find a way to move forward. Jon Kabat-Zinn said, “You can’t stop the waves but you can learn to surf,” 
What if we saw disagreement as an opportunity and a sign for growth, a chance to become stronger and more stable?  It is easy to disagree; it is necessary to disagree.  But is it always constructive to live in disagreement?  I’ve heard it said you can be happy or right, but not both; the objective is to solve the problem, not win the fight.  It is also important to remember that both sides of any disagreement seek harmony, unless the ego is involved…then it is all about winning. 
There are certainly fights to fight, causes to embrace, and a time to stand up and let our voice and opinion be heard.  There is also the time to make co-operative conversation and look for things to agree upon.  We can maintain a civil respectful tongue when we don’t agree, saying something like: I hear what you’re saying.  When you do agree, let them know with a nod and say, “I agree.”  
Our challenge is to love one another. 1 John 3:18 Dear children, let’s not merely say that we love each other; let us show the truth by our actions. This includes becoming the kind of person that we, ourselves, like to be around: someone who respects us and hears what we have to say without judgment; someone who appreciates us even when we disagree, and values our opposing perspective.  
We can learn to speak to someone different from us in terms of what is important to them and how they think. When a liberal discusses issues with a conservative, perhaps they can speak in terms of how a situation truly does not threaten their personal stability. An adjustment in a process outside of them does not alter their strength or security; it won’t interrupt the fabric of their lives.

Perhaps a conservative can appeal to a liberal by using novel new information that is science-based and showing certain facts not necessarily purely religiously based.  In either case, we can empathetically understand and see them through their eyes. This is to love each other.

When we can become that person, and learn how to affirm other people and increase their self-worth, we move past disagreement and open the doors to common ground and a productive co-operative future.
We face many issues in our country and around the world, and we cannot possibly have an impact on any of them individually.  But we can do our part during our life’s journey; we can influence the ones nearest us with love, acceptance, and appreciation, who can positively affect the people close to them, who can inspire others, until finally enough people are touched that a highly influential person opens the hearts and minds of an entire city, or State, or country. 

God works in mysterious ways, and we are vessels for the loving, creative, unifying activity of God. It is my prayer that we use who God made us to do as much good for others as possible, and allow God to do His powerful and unifying works through us.
Let us pray….
