
It is election season again. For those of us who are U.S. citizens, we have 
the opportunity—and the responsibility—to help choose our elected 
officials at local, state and national levels. 
Many who reside in the U.S. still struggle for the right to vote. Even 

those who are not registered voters, however, can find opportunities to 
engage candidates, such as at public events.

U.S. government policies greatly impact people’s lives in this country 
and around the world. Those who are poor or marginalized are often  
affected the most. As Christians, we must educate ourselves about 
candidates’ stances on fundamental concerns of justice, peace and the 
wellbeing of creation.

There are many ways to engage with our government. Scripture calls 
us to pray for our governing authorities (1 Timothy 2:2). Within our 
faith communities we can carefully discuss and discern the candidates 
for whom we will vote, seeking to be “wise as serpents and innocent as 
doves” (Matthew 10:16). And following in the footsteps of Moses, Elijah, 
Esther and the Hebrew prophets, we can advocate for just public policies. 

We do this work, remembering that our ultimate allegiance is to Christ 
our Lord, not to any political parties, candidates, forms of government 
or nation-states.

Election resource 2016

How to engage with political 
candidates

One of the most effective strategies is to 
interact directly with candidates. Talking 
with them and questioning them lets cur-
rent and future elected officials know that 
people in their district or state care about 
issues of peace and justice. 

Here are some practical steps to take:

1.  Find out when and where local, state and 
national candidates are going to be. 

2.  Attend some of these events, particularly 
if they are in a town hall format that 
allows for questions from the audience. 

3.  Before you attend, research issues that 
you care about. Come up with one or 
two clear, well-worded questions to ask 
the candidate(s), such as the ones listed 
here.

4.  Ask the question(s) politely but firmly. 
Ask questions that invite details, not just 
a “yes” or “no” answer. 

5.  If possible, speak directly with a candi-
date before or after a public speaking 
engagement. 

Some key election issues at the 
federal level:

n  Welcoming immigrants

n  Criminal justice reform

n  Addressing global poverty

n  Human rights and military aid

n  War against ISIS
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Welcoming immigrants 

The Obama administration continues to put women and children fleeing 
violence in Central America into family detention centers and to deport 
them without ensuring they get a fair court hearing. Immigration and 

Customs Enforcement (ICE) activities continue to violate policies regarding 
deportations of long-time residents, separating thousands of families each year. 

■n Would you deport someone who has been in the country for 20 years,  
has U.S. citizen children, and poses no threat to public safety? How would 
you hold ICE officials accountable when families are needlessly separated? 
(If you know the case of Mennonite pastor Max Villatoro, you can use this 
as an example.) 

■n How would you respond to mothers and children fleeing violence in El  
Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras? Would you ensure that a 3-year-old 
child has a lawyer and does not have to represent herself in court? 

Criminal justice 
reform

The United States currently has 
an estimated 2.2 million people 
in prison, more than any other 

country in the world. Harsh man-
datory minimums, particularly for 
drug crimes, have caused our prison 
system to grow dramatically over 
the past few decades. In addition, 
people frequently struggle to reinte-
grate after their release from prison 
due to restrictions imposed upon 
them by state and federal laws.

■n How would you reform our crimi-
nal justice system?

■n How would you reduce or put 
an end to mandatory minimum 
sentences?

■n What is your stance on lifting re-
strictions on people with criminal 
records, such as the right to vote, 
funds for education, and receiving 
public assistance?

Addressing global 
poverty

Currently more than 60 mil-
lion people have been forced 
from their homes worldwide. 

Overwhelming humanitarian needs 
remain across the globe particularly 
in Syria, Iraq, South Sudan, Yemen 
and drought across southern and 
eastern Africa caused by El Niño. 
The U.S. has long been one of the 
largest donors to programs address-
ing poverty around the world. 

■n Less than 1 percent of the federal 
budget is invested in development 
and humanitarian programs. How 
would you work to increase the 
budget for poverty-focused devel-
opment assistance?

■n Almost 800 million people around 
the world do not have enough 
food to eat. How would you best 
direct U.S. resources to assist vul-
nerable men, women and children 
in a way that empowers them and 
upholds their dignity?

Human rights and 
military aid

The United States invests more 
than $16 billion in foreign 
military and police aid every 

year. In some cases security forces 
that receive U.S. assistance are re-
sponsible for human rights viola-
tions, including beatings, torture 
and extrajudicial killings, which are 
outside of any judicial proceeding 
or legal process. Current U.S. law 
is intended to prohibit specific units 
that have committed human rights 
violations from continuing to receive 
funds.

■n What is your stance on strength-
ening restrictions on foreign aid to 
governments and security forces 
that have documented human 
rights abuses?

War against ISIS 

In the current climate of fear and 
insecurity following the attacks 
in Paris and Brussels, many say 

we need to get tough on ISIS (the 
Islamic State group). The U.S. has 
been carrying out airstrikes against 
ISIS since September 2014 and has 
been slowly increasing the number 
of troops in Syria and Iraq. But air-
strikes and a military approach can 
never fully address a totalitarian, 
ideological movement like ISIS.

■n What non-military measures 
should the U.S. be taking to pro-
mote sustainable peace in Iraq and 
Syria?

■n What is your stance on increasing 
humanitarian assistance for those 
impacted by the Syria crisis?
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The following questions are intended as a guide for your interactions with candidates,  
as well as your own reflection as you evaluate candidates’ stances. 

https://washingtonmemo.org/cent-amer/
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