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	I love watching Antiques Roadshow.  I don’t know how it happened, but I find that I enjoy watching and learning about the items that other people have purchased, found, or collected over the years.  I love to hear the stories that accompany many of the items that are highlighted: the ten-thousand-dollar painting rescued from the garbage, the valuable toy car found in an attic, or the thrift shop find.  Some of the most amazing pieces are the rugs and tapestries.
	When the appraisers describe these pieces, they look at the weave, the material, and how dense the material is.  If it is quickly put together with a simple weave and the warp and the woof, yes these are the correct names for the horizontal and vertical strings (BTW: these are good crossword puzzle words to know.), are not tightly compressed it is considered a shroud—a simple quick fabric that tends to be mostly uniform in color and pattern.  It does not usually tell a story or show off its maker’s creativity.  It is distinguished by its simplicity and uniformity.
	A tapestry or a carpet, on the other hand, is something that takes a great deal of time and effort to put together.  Different color yarns have to be intertwined or mixed to create beautiful patterns or amazing pictures.  The weaver must compact all the different strings to create a tight and intricate weave. 
I will never forget watching an artisan weave a rug in Turkey.  The speed and dexterity with which this young girl wove was amazing.  Each piece was placed and knotted by hand.  I learned that the quality of a rug or tapestry is based on the materials used and the number of knots per inch.  The higher the number of knots, the better the quality of the carpet.  What was most amazing to watch was as this young girl picked up different color pieces of thread to bring to life the pattern in the rug, she did not use a picture or a pattern.  She simply knew where to change the color on the individual line of threads to create beautiful designs.  I know she was trained and well-practiced, but the simple ability to focus on the one knot and the whole carpet at the same time was amazing.  At each moment, the weaver could see the big picture of the tapestry and its design while adding one piece of thread or one knot.  I just stood there in awe.
Tapestries come together from a variety of colors and materials to create a whole that can be delicate, intricate, and beautiful.  This is not quick work, but the outcome is amazing.
Over recent years, I think the ideas and comparisons between shrouds and tapestries have become more and more central to our public dialog.  I think that, in many ways, we are fighting for an understanding of our community, our country, and our world using this metaphor.
We are living in an era of toxic polarization.  There have always been differences of opinion and varying loyalties, but we have taken this to the extreme in recent years.  “Normal” or healthy polarization is when we say, “I disagree with you on this issue.”  We root for different football or baseball teams, and we can continue to have a relationship despite the differences that we may have.  We can still talk and interact because we can separate the person from the issue.
Our tradition provides the ultimate example of this type of healthy, or normal polarization.  In the Talmud in a section that deals with marriage law, we are told the story of two of the great rabbinic houses:  those who followed Rabbi Shammai and those who followed Rabbi Hillel.  Throughout rabbinic literature, these two schools of thought were often opposed to each other.  In a rather interesting incident, the text reports, “Beit Shammai did not refrain from marrying women from Beit Hillel, nor did Beit Hillel refrain from marrying women from Beit Shammai. This serves to teach you that they practiced affection and camaraderie between them, to fulfill that which is stated: “Love truth and peace” (Zechariah 8:19).” (Yevamot 14b)  What is even more interesting is the context in which this comment comes.  There are pages of discussion and significant disagreement between the two houses about the institution of marriage itself, yet despite these differences, they maintain respect and a relationship with each other enough to continue to allow marriages between the rival houses.  Our tradition reminds us that we can have healthy disagreement and polarization when the polarization is focused on the issue and not the individuals.
Toxic polarization is when the disagreement moves beyond the issue and becomes about the other person.  It is saying, “I do not like who you are.”  “Your team is evil and you and your team must be stopped.”  It is personal and it begins a dangerous feedback loop that gets worse and worse.  Toxic polarization allows the voices of the extremes rather than the voices of the majority to become the voices that are heard.  It prevents collaboration and compromise.  Think about it.  How do we act towards someone that we believe hates us?  We treat that person differently and we make assumptions about them and what they believe.
One of the biggest problems with toxic polarization is what is known as the perception gap.  The perception gap is when we think we know the beliefs, opinions, or values of the “other side”.  However, the truth is that we don’t.
A non-partisan, international group called Beyond Conflict conducted a study of Democratic and Republican voters in 2021, and to verify the data they repeated the study twice.  They asked voters to rate, on a scale of zero to one hundred, their personal and their chosen party's belief in upholding American, small d, democratic values.  On both sides, people rated their beliefs and the beliefs of their party and themselves above the ninetieth percentile.  Both political groups believed that their beliefs and their party were overwhelmingly working to protect the values that we as Americans hold dear, even if may not be getting to the outcomes in the same way.  However, when people were asked to rate the other party’s valuing of these same ideals both sides rated the opposition at about the fiftieth percentile.  The researchers discovered that each group believes that the other party is not nearly as dedicated to democratic values as they are.  This forty percent difference between what we believe about ourselves and what others believe about us is the perception gap and a forty-point difference is huge.  The perception gap can lead us to believe that the extremes are the norms and theirs are the values that others believe in and it can force us further and further apart.  The scariest thing these studies discovered was that “the more we think the other is willing to throw out democracy and democratic values; the higher the likelihood that someone will, from either side.”[footnoteRef:1]   [1:  CCAR Call with One America Movement] 

One example of this idea is already playing on our television sets and radios.  Look at the attack ads being used against any of the candidates.  They stir our emotions to sow fear and hatred.  They make the target of the ad the enemy and they confirm that those who disagree with the candidate already believe this person does not stand for our democratic values.  It is bad enough that they are repulsive from the standpoint of Lashon Hara, evil speech or gossip, but they create a loop that drags the ads lower and lower, nastier and nastier.  They teach that if you believe this way or that, you are un-American and the enemy of the people who must be defeated.  They feed toxic polarization.
I am aware that to speak of toxic polarization can challenge some of our “sacred values.”  These are items that we perceive as absolute and we believe they should never be compromised.  These are items that are just as much emotional as they are intellectual.  These beliefs form part of the very core of who we are as individuals.  I am not suggesting that you should compromise these core values, whatever you feel they are.  I do, however, want you to be aware of them and understand that they are your core values and are not necessarily shared by others.  Knowing and understanding this means that we can try to move towards a healthier form of disagreement.  We can recognize that we differ in ideas and values and that we do not live in a world bifurcated between good and evil.
So, what positive steps can we take to face toxic polarization in our society?  First, we must understand that much of what we hear today from both sides is the loud voices of the extremes.  We have been led to believe that the only way to cope with society is to discourage conversations revolving around political issues.  I cannot tell you how many times I have been told of families wrenched apart by political discourse and disagreement.  At the same time, survey after survey says that Americans value family above almost everything and we have let this toxic polarization separate us from those we love.  True bravery is speaking out to extend compassion across the line and understanding that we should be condemning and refuting the extremes on both sides.  Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe recently wrote, “Compassion is the inclination to be connected to the other and enter their situation:  the soft heart that is affected by another’s suffering and is empathetic to that suffering.  Cruelty means to make oneself a stranger, lacking any friendly connection or even understanding of the other.” (Alei Shur, vol. 1, p. 148)
We all know that person whom we believe is beyond hope and cannot be brought back to rationality or reasonableness, but I would argue that the majority of us fall into that great silent majority of the middle where we can still find common ground and shared values.  We have to remind others that working together and compromising are not dirty, disloyal ideas and that any extreme is not who most of us are.
There are voter registration forms on the tables where you found your name tags.  If you are not registered to vote, pick one up and send it in.  There is no reason we as a congregation should not have one hundred percent voter registration of eligible voters. If you are registered, make sure that you vote in six weeks.  It may not be convenient, and I know it will take time out of your day, but we must do it.  I don’t care which way you vote, but if we do not put our democratic values into action, we lose a seat at the table to complain.
Second, be brave enough to be willing to sit and listen, to have a real conversation, with those on the other side.  To this end, working with our member, Jeff Sternleib, we will be offering a program called Braver Angels   This is a program not for people to spout off a political ideology, but rather to gather with an agreed-upon structure to allow them to discuss the major issues facing our country and world with people who represent varied backgrounds.  This is not a forum to convince, rather it is an attempt to bring dialogue and a human face to all sides of the political divide.  It will take us time to put together an equally matched group with all the facilitators needed, but we will be asking for expressions of interest in this program before the end of the Jewish Holidays.
I want to finish by sharing a piece entitled “Everything Falls Away,” by Parker Palmer
Sooner or later, everything falls away.
You, the work you’ve done, your successes,
large and small, your failures, too. 
Those moments when you were light, along-
side the times you became one with the
night. The friends, the people you loved
who loved you, those who might have
wished you ill, none of this is forever. All
of it is soon to go, or going, or long gone.
Everything falls away, except the thread
you’ve followed, unknowing, all along.
The thread that strings together all you’ve
been and done, the thread you didn’t know
you were tracking until, toward the end,
you see that the thread is what stays
as everything else falls away.
Follow that thread as far as you can and
you’ll find that it does not end, but weaves
into the unimaginable vastness of life. Your
life never was the solo turn it seemed to be.
It was always part of the great weave of
nature and humanity, an immensity we
come to know only as we follow our own
small threads to the place where they
merge with the boundless whole.
Each of our threads runs its course, then
joins in life together. This magnificent tapestry—
this masterpiece in which we live forever.

For me, these words ask us to question the things we hold tightly: our most valued treasures both tangible and intangible.  It asks us to consider the goals that motivate our actions, and the reason they occupy the place they do in our lives.  What do they serve?  Whom do they serve? How do they align with our core values?  The poem invites us to rest on what is at the center, the thread which is a “precious creation of God, bearer of God’s image and spirit.”  
Our world was never meant to be seen as a shroud, a simple, uniform fabric.  Rather, we are woven together to create an awe-inspiring tapestry of which we are all part.  We do not see its beauty or richness when we focus on the individual threads, rather we can only truly see it and appreciate it when we step away and look at it from the distance.
