
In the eight weeks leading up to our national elections, Campus Ministry will provide excerpts from Forming
Consciences for Faithful Citizenship, the teaching document of the Catholic Bishops of the United States on the
political responsibility of Catholics. It provides guidance for all who seek to exercise their rights and duties as

citizens. As Catholics, we bring the richness of our faith to the public square. We draw from both faith and reason
as we seek to affirm the dignity of the human person and the common good of all.

(See the full text of the document in English at https://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/faithful-
citizenship/upload/forming-consciences-for-faithful-citizenship.pdf and in Spanish at

https://www.usccb.org/resources/forming-consciences-for-faithful-citizenship-spanish.pdf.)

Week 2: September 14-18
Civil Dialogue: A Response to Jesus' Call to Love Our Neighbor

   Jesus uses the parable of the Good Samaritan to answer a question that is both searing and simple:
“Who is my neighbor?” (Luke 10: 29). Our familiarity with this parable makes it easy for us now to identify
as “neighbor” those on the margins of our society such as those experiencing homelessness or poverty.
But how often do we see our neighbor in the person who disagrees with us?
   As Catholics, our strong tradition of social teaching compels us to be actively engaged in the building up
of our communities. This is achieved by being involved in the political process—and yet today, many shy
away from such involvement because our national and local conversations are filled with vitriol and harsh
language, often directed at people themselves. When personal attacks replace honest debate, no one
wins. This kind of attack, no matter the reason, only serves to further divide our communities.
   What is needed is good, honest, civil dialogue. This means that we must treat everyone as worthy of
being at the table, worthy of our respect, and worthy of being heard. In short, it means treating everyone
as our neighbor. We undermine our commitment to human life and dignity when we fail to see the
dignity of those who have a different viewpoint. We must detach from the bitterness that surrounds us
and seek a better path. A commitment to civil dialogue can help us make real and authentic human
connections, which breaks down the barriers that divide us.
   Engaging in civil dialogue can help our faith communities create a new space to model love for our
neighbors and respect for the dignity of all. 

Tips for Engaging in Civil Dialogue
1. Listen first and seek to understand the whole picture.
2. Ask questions for clarification.
3. Use ‘I’ statements; pay attention to body language.
4. Listen to what feelings are present and pay attention to how you respond.
5. Summarize what you’ve heard and ask for feedback.
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   Civil dialogue can best be defined as the ability to enter meaningful conversation with people whose
viewpoints may be different from our own, who have a different background or experiences, or who
come to a different conclusion about the best way to promote the common good. We enter into
civil dialogue because we want to build a community that is rooted in understanding one another. God’s
love for each person requires us to remember that someone who disagrees with us is still a beloved
child of God who deserves our love, respect, and care.
   An important ingredient to civil dialogue is commitment to the truth. While respecting the dignity of all,
we acknowledge that not all viewpoints are equally valid. We have the responsibility to speak truth with
love. In addition, all who exercise their freedom of speech have an obligation to ensure that they come
to conclusions based on data from credible and reputable sources, and that care is taken to avoid
seeking the truth selectively, that is, only when it is convenient to us.
   Civil dialogue is different than remaining silent in the face of disagreement. Listening to opposing views
is a part of seeking clarity and can be a creative process. In civil dialogue, all are invited to bring and
share their values, beliefs, and questions. We seek first to understand how our views on a topic are
different and why. We ask questions to be sure we understand one another. In thinking critically about
how we arrived at our own view points and listening to the experiences of others, we can sometimes
arrive at new understanding and even find common ground.
   Pope Francis has remarked, “Dialogue allows people to know and understand one another’s needs.
Above all, it is a sign of great respect, because it puts the person into a stance of listening, and into a
condition of being receptive to the speaker’s best viewpoints. Secondly, dialogue is an expression of
charity because, while not ignoring differences, it can help us investigate and share the common good.
Moreover, dialogue invites us to place ourselves before the other, seeing him or her as a gift of God, and
as someone who calls upon us and asks to be acknowledged." (Pope Francis, Jubilee Audience at St.
Peter’s Square, October 22, 2016).
   Just like any authentic human connection, the process of dialogue is complicated, often uncomfortable,
and requires vulnerability and trust. We must rely on our faith in Christ who taught us that everyone is
truly our neighbor. Promoting civil discourse is one way we can put this teaching into action.
   Interested in learning more about civil dialogue or about how your community can engage in civil
dialogue more often? Join USCCB’s Civilize It Campaign to help promote dignity beyond the debate. A
version of this campaign was first implemented by the Archdiocese of Cincinnati and is a call for all
people to civilize our conversations. Visit civilizeit.org for more information, to take the pledge, or
plan an opportunity for civil dialogue in your community.
   If you are part of a group looking to create an opportunity for civil dialogue in your community, it may
be helpful to consider these questions:
1. Is our intention to facilitate greater understanding, or merely win a debate?
2. Whose voices are we including? Whose are missing? Who else should be invited to the conversation?
3. How can we remember our shared human dignity and deescalate the situation when we feel
ourselves become tense?
4. What guidelines could the group set together that will keep the conversation centered on dialogue
instead of debate, and honor the dignity of all people present?
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