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Filled with relief or filled with anxiety, the task before us is always the task of 
healing.

Right now, least 74 and a half million people are feeling a moment of relief.  Go 
ahead and revel in it a little.  Breath an easier breath than you may have been able to 
breath through most of 2020.  

Right now, at least 70 million people are feeling disappointment and anger and 
anxiety.  

The way the country has polarized means that lots of us in this congregation are 
feeling one way and a very few—perhaps none—are feeling the other way.  When it 
comes to faith communities, social groups and political parties—when it comes to 
neighborhoods and cities and counties, we are more sorted into more ideologically 
homogenous groups.  In his book, Why We’re Polarized, journalist Ezra Klein notes that 
someone figured out that “House Democrats now represented 78 percent of all Whole 
Foods locations, but only 27 percent of Cracker Barrels.”1

I was a poll worker on Election Day this year, an Election Inspector for the 
Saratoga County Board of Elections.  The biggest cause of concern for me by FAR was 
that I was going to have to wake up at 4:30 in the morning so I could get to the polls by 
5:30 to help make sure they would open at 6:00.  But I also thought about how I would 
be working with people who would probably not share my political views.  I was 
signed on as a Democrat Election Inspector and I’d be working with a Republican 
Election Inspector. Each of the voting districts had four Election Inspectors, two each 
representing the Democratic Party and the Republican Party.  And I wondered what 
spending the day with my ideological counterparts would be like.  We don’t do this 
very much — we are so sorted by political ideology and identities that most of the time 
we are with people who agree with us.  So what would this be like?

And it turns out I really enjoyed myself.  My fellow Election Inspectors were 
friendly folk all committed to making democracy happen.  One of the Republican 
Inspectors and I had fun sharing pictures of family and bantering over bad jokes and 
bad pizza during the occasional lulls.  We did not talk politics.  We were simply 
encountering one another as humans.  And I wonder if that isn’t the main step to be 
taken in the direction of healing:  to encounter one another as fellow humans.

 Ezra Klein.  Why We’re Polarized.  1
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I once sat down with a man who co-founded a militia group that armed itself 
and patrolled the border in southern Arizona to round up people trying to cross 
through the desert into the U.S.  We were not going to be on common ground when it 
came to immigration policy.  So I asked him about his family and his home.  His 
property line is right on the border with Mexico.  And he shed tears when he told me a 
story about finding a woman his property overcome by exhaustion and injury from her 
journey across the desert into the country.  I could hear his concern and I could hear his 
fears.  He was a fellow human.   

I don’t know how you scale that up to a state or national level.  There is a group 
called “Better Angels” that is trying to do just that.  Small group by small group.  But 
we need to encourage not just ourselves and each other to practice being 
compassionately human; we need to encourage our institutions and government to 
practice compassionate humanity. 

Last night there was a march in downtown Saratoga Springs.  I wasn’t there, but 
I hear that it was a group of supporters of the Black Lives Matter movement.  The police 
were there in riot gear, but there don’t seem to have been any significant altercations.  
The group marched down to Congress Park and then occupied one of the intersections 
on Broadway for a few hours and then went home.  There are many who disapprove of 
this tactic of shutting down streets.  It inconveniences people and costs the city money 
to have the police out there.  But what is important here?  The reason they are out 
demonstrating, inconveniencing, is because they do not feel heard by the City.  There 
has been little action on the part of the City to show that the City encounters them as 
fellow humans and hears their concerns as real.

This is just one manifestation of the brokenness and division we are called to 
heal.  We have two main tasks:  Healing a broken nation and healing ourselves and each 
other in the midst of a broken nation.  To heal is to move toward wholeness, and to 
move toward wholeness in a divided people is to move toward the recognition of 
common humanity, to move ourselves and each other toward the practice of 
compassionate humanity.  

In conversation with Ta-Nehisi Coates about his Why We’re Polarized book, Ezra 
Klein proclaimed that he was not here to give us hope.  I respect that, and I recognize 
how persistent are the powers pushing us toward more and more polarization and 
division.  But I hope he will forgive me for feeling a little more hopeful today than I’ve 
felt in a while.

In the words of the Japanese poet Izumi Shikibu who wrote her poems near the 
year 1000 of the Common Era: 

Although the wind blows terribly here,
the moonlight also leaks
between the roof planks
of this ruined house. 
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May you turn toward the moonlight.  May you who feel a bit ruined feel 
restoration in that turning.  May you who feel relief share the light of that relief with 
others.  May your spirit be always healing and growing into a more refulgent 
wholeness.  May we together open the cracks that the light may leak in and we might 
nudge our nation toward healing.  May it be so. 


