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I f you don’t like the tone and
direction of our politics— and I
don’t — then you need to come

upwith an alternative to the bullying
and threats on one side and identity
politics and class warfare on the
other. So I’m puttingmymoney
wheremymouth is.

This is not a partisan call to arms.
Rather, it’s the outline of a vision for
us as Americans to start requiring of
our elected representatives. Change
will start whenwe the people de-
mand a different tone and direction.

Here are a few pillars for a new
vision.

Embrace grace over rage
Historian JonMeachammade the

point inAmerican Lion, his Pulitzer-
winning biography of Andrew Jack-
son, that America vacillates between
grace and rage. Clearly, we are in a
period of rage. So, how dowe get
back to a place of grace, where we
don’t treat those who disagree with
us as enemies?

We can start by joining the recon-
ciling work being done in communi-
ties far away from the arm-wrestling
of the national debate. Across the
nation, organizations and individuals
fight addiction, find opportunities for
the homeless and supply food for
those whose salaries leave them short
eachmonth. In our hometowns,
“points of light” quietly practice
compassion while others on public
stages prefer to promote a politics of
anger, identity and resentment.

This work also involves listening.
Reconciling leadersmaintain their
differences without declaring a holy
war on each other. In short, these
local citizens and leaders “practice
pluralism” in their communities. I’m
thinking here of leaders likemayors
Mattie Parker in FortWorth and
DavidHolt in Oklahoma City.

Thesemodels show us how to
enter an age of grace. The extremes
will consider this folly. But we don’t
have to rage all the time.

Forego the politics of
retribution

This point will make plenty of
peoplemad, but we need to revisit
the Gerald Ford legacy. There was a
strong case that justice required
prosecuting RichardNixon after his
departure. But his successor chose
mercy— for the good of the country.
In pardoning his predecessor, Ford
knewwe needed to heal andmove
forward.

We should ask the same of those

whowill eagerly want to prosecute
President Donald Trump and his
inner circle, or those whowant to
seek revenge onDemocrats for previ-
ous prosecutions of Trump. Turning
the other cheek will cost partisans
support from their bases. But unless
there is some egregious violation of
the Constitution or the lawwhich
threatens safety or sovereignty, let us
move on so we can think ahead.

Educate our way forward
For those of us who believe in the

benefits of a flow of goods, services
and ideas across borders, we need to
acknowledge the global marketplace
hasn’t allowed all people and com-
munities to prosper, at least not
sufficiently. Nor does a nationmove
ahead when poverty robs people of
opportunities.

A big part of the solution requires
a keen focus on improving public
schools. Boys that are not keeping
pace with what the world will de-
mand of them especially deserve
attention.

This challenge requires using
scientific research to guide classroom
practices, providing instruction that
has proven to elevate reading profi-
ciency and comprehension, reward-
ing teachers for helping students
master their subjects, ensuring
school districts and campuses pro-
vide necessary interventions, supply-
ing enough counselors to guide high
school students into postsecondary
opportunities, and employing tested
strategies that improve the achieve-
ment levels of English-language
learners and students with learning
differences and disabilities

We also need to focus on the tech-
nical skills that some parts of our
economy require. A good example is

Dallas ISD’s career institutes that
train high school students for jobs in
fields like cybersecurity, construction
and patient care.

Champion science
Just as scientific research should

guide our education policies, so
should peer-reviewed literature
shape our approaches to combating
droughts, controlling wildfires and
preserving water supplies. The same
goes for challenges emanating from a
changing climate.

At the same time, science should
guide our health policies, including
vaccination schedules. Evidence
should inform our decisions, just as
research should informmedical and
technological innovations that im-
prove lives.

Practice fiscal responsibility
As part of a commitment to a

thrivingmarketplace, wemust face
an unenviable reality: The $38 tril-
lion federal debtmust be addressed
so that it doesn’t strangle future
growth.

The Treasury Department reports
our federal debt in 2025 equals 125%
of GDP. The debt is greater than the
sum of our economy, which impacts
our ability to pay down that debt. The
less the economy grows, the fewer
dollars available to pay back our
borrowings.

An expanding debt also pressures
interest rates and risks crowding out
investment capital that otherwise
would spur economic growth. Even
worse, an unchecked debt could
spawn a fiscal crisis that leads to
sharp tax hikes and spending cuts.
That would deliver yet another up-
percut to working Americans who

feel the economy is pummeling them.
We are not in a debt-driven fiscal

crisis— yet. Andwe can’t undo our
excesses in one action. But Congress
needs to start working on them now,
including putting entitlement pro-
grams like Social Security on firmer
fiscal ground. Its finances are headed
toward insolvency in seven years, the
Committee for a Responsible Federal
Budget’sMayaMacGuineas warned
recently in these pages.

Tap into the private sector
Another answer to those who feel

the economy isn’t working for them
is to keep entrepreneurs innovating
and creating jobs. Enterprising indi-
viduals and companies prize certain-
ty. They need to know that the gov-
ernment will neither regulate with
too heavy a hand nor let some get
away with gaming the system, in-
cluding juicing up the tax code with
perks.

Come to think of it, simplifying
the tax code could go far in creating
greater certainty. That could grow
more jobs, too.

Promote religious pluralism,
not religious nationalism
Weneed a dedication to religious

pluralism so that believers of any
stripe, but particularly followers of
the threemajor Abrahamic faiths,
can discuss their differences respect-
fully without resorting to demoniza-
tion or, worse, violence.

Religious pluralism stands as a
counter to the extremism that reli-
gious supremacy of any kind can
spawn. America has benefited from
religious practices and values that
strengthen our communities while

wisely eschewing the embrace of any
one faith.We should continue that
tradition.

Show compassion and
support democracy

Somemay be tempted to isolate
from the world, especially in such a
turbulent period. But we can’t afford
to withdraw. Dissidents standing up
to authoritarian leaders around the
world depend upon us to champion
personal, political and religious
freedoms. Journalists fighting for a
free press in their countries look to
the United States to embrace an
independent press. Families suf-
feringmalnutrition and disease turn
toward America for aid and assis-
tance.

Our standing in the world is ulti-
matelymoral, notmilitaristic, mate-
rial or transactional. Ourmoral
standing starts at home, too: How do
we treat the least of these? Dowe
show each other respect? Are we
practicing compassion, whichmeans
standing with those who suffer?

Whenwe abide by those values at
home, we lead with authority.We
also counter themalevolent foreign
leaders who gladly would fill any
vacuum created by an inward Amer-
ica.

Look, I get that things are trou-
bling. I read and see the same things
you do. But we can do better. Here’s
the beginning of one path forward.

WilliamMcKenzie is a Pulitzer-
winning journalist, a former Dallas
Morning News staffer and an ad-
junct journalism lecturer at Southern
Methodist University. He is a Dallas
Morning News contributing col-
umnist.

A nonpartisan path forward for America

WILLIAM McKENZIE

A vision our
elected officials
need to consider

The Associated Press

TheWhite Housewas lit with the colors of the American flag on July 29, 2024, in Washington, D.C. Contributing columnist William McKenzie
writes about a new, nonpartisan way forward to help the country rise out of the political muck.

H aving grownup
in a small rural
farming com-

munity, I learned early
in life that people don’t
simply disagree onwhat
they see; theydisagree
onwhatmatters.Ona
farm, for example, one
person sees order, produc-
tivity, the rhythmof sea-
sons.Another seeswhat’s under-
neath: the slaughter, thedebt the
labor that never ends.Both are real.

That distinctionhelps explain this
politicalmoment.

“You voted for this,” I hear often,
including lastweek fromanexasper-
ated friendwho lives inArgyle. She’s
raising twokids soon to enter college
and trying tomake sense of aU.S.
presidentwhose governing style looks
chaotic at best and reckless atworst.
Before I could get aword in, she rat-
tled off a litany of concerns, including
the conflict in Iran, the latest federal
government shutdown, gas prices,

frozenhiringmarkets and
friends’ childrenwho can’t
find jobs or affordhomes.

Then she asked a reason-
able question:Howcan
anyonebeOKwith this?

Voters knewwhat they
were getting inDonald
Trump.The voterswho

supportedhimweren’t look-
ing for amanager; they elect-

ed aweapon.Theywanted someone
whowould close theborder or appear
willing todo so at any cost. Someone
whowoulddismantleDEIprograms
in government and corporateAmer-
ica. Theywerenot selecting for stabil-
ity, competence or consistency; they
were choosing thepersonwho’ddefi-
nitely act on the issues they cared
aboutmost. The restwas the cost of
the ticket.

Themockingof liberals onTruth
Social. The celebrationof formerFBI
director and special counselRobert
Mueller’s death.Agoverning style
that treats every institution as an

adversary.His supporters saw those
things clearly andpriced them in.

ButDemocrats built thepermis-
sion structure thatmade that toler-
ancepossible. For years, they gov-
erned inways that signaled indiffer-
ence—oropenhostility— to con-
cerns thatmillions of voters
consideredurgent.An immigration
policy that allowedmillions of un-
documented immigrants into the
countrywhile theparty called en-
forcement immoral. An identity-
focused agenda that filterednearly
every policy question through the lens
of race or gender.

Andwhenprices crushedhouse-
holdbudgets, bothPresident Joe
Biden—whodeclared the economy
“strong ashell”while inflation topped
8%—andVicePresidentKamala
Harriswerenonchalant about the
pain.

Then, against that backdrop,
Democrats installedHarris as their
nominee, despite doubtswithin the
party aboutwhether shewas electable

or presidential. Evenas abruised,
angry, repeatedly prosecutedTrump
promised to exact revenge against his
adversaries if re-elected, his voters’
mindswere long agomadeup.

This, as I toldmy friend, iswhy
we’re reapingwhatwe sowed.Weare
watching the consequences ofwhat
we chose to reward.Thismess is all of

ours to own.
Untilwhatwe reward change,we’ll

getmore of the same.

Ronell Smith is a business strategy
consultant anda former Southlake
CityCouncilmember.He is aDallas
MorningNews contributing col-
umnist.
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Voting, and its results, have become a stomach-turning exercise the
last few election cycles. We've brought this on ourselves, writes con-
tributing columnist Ronell Smith.

RONELL SMITH


