EDITORIAL
I’m not stupid, you are
“No frackin’ pipeline.”
“I’ll keep my guns, money & freedom. You keep the change.”
“I’m with her.”
“Proud deplorable.”
And it’s not just bumper stickers. There are the cartoon Calvin and Hobbes figures peeing on any number of logos, all sending the message: “If you like that [fill in the blank here], you’re an idiot.”
We think the makers of these materials are helping us get our feelings across. But they aren’t. They’re using us – to sell their product, or their cause, or their hostilities to our friends, our neighbors, the perfect strangers we pass on the Interstate, and worse, our children.
It’s not always bad to put your message out there. If you’re a proud Franklin County Eagle because you were and your son is now, that pride is worth spreading.
But in too many cases, our T-shirts, our bumper stickers, our license plates, our backpacks, our yard signs, our social media feeds, they are walls we build between us and people with whom we imagine we have little in common.
But we couldn’t be more wrong.
The most leftist Rachel Maddow fan has more in common with the most passionate Sean Hannity viewer than either knows – because these days they’re unlikely to talk to each other.  And that’s not just a shame, it’s a danger to the nation.
They both might love dogs, or bird watching, or Virginia Tech football, or both have wives fighting breast cancer. And all those things are more important, surely, than the oval either of them filled in at the voting booth in 2016. 
We can assure you: If you injure your back and can’t mow your yard, neither Hillary Clinton nor Donald Trump will be there to help. No, it’ll be that neighbor that you call names behind their back, or worse, to their face – if you haven’t already alienated them.
Our most provocative political opinions should not be the first thing people learn about us, anyway, or maybe even the third or fourth thing. We should seek to find common ground first, and not worry about converting people to our viewpoints.
We all have too many opinions these days. The average person could do without a third of the opinions and half-baked beliefs that often get in the way of friendship. Do you even have enough information to make so many judgements about people and policies? 
We’ve become slaves to our opinions. They dictate our relationships. But there is a way out.
Celeste Headlee, author of “We Need to Talk: How to Have Better Conversations,” is a broadcast journalist whose book and TED talks seek to convince people to listen to people with different opinions.
After the 2016 election, she gave a talk about the increasing levels of hatred and violence we’re suffering. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.iytv55dv0o51]“We hate each other because we view people who disagree with us, not as human beings, but as enemies,” she said. “We have separated ourselves into tribes, and now, we are warring tribes.”
It calls to mind the Civil War, which split, not just a country, but families. Brother against brother on the battlefield, and carnage all around.
Headlee said in her talk that the scariest statistic she’s read since the election is this: Empathy has declined by 40 percent in recent years, according to research at the University of Michigan.
Empathy is the Golden Rule. Do unto others as you would have them do unto you. Or, as Jesus commanded Christians: Love thy neighbor as thyself.
Science suggests the most effective way to build empathy is to listen to strangers. There are some rules for this, Headlee says. 
Don’t try to educate anybody, and do not try to change anybody’s mind. Don’t prejudge. Show respect at all times. Stick it out, even when it’s uncomfortable.
But maybe the best you can do for now is to repeat to yourself the answer of an 86-year-old liberal, who was asked after the election how he put up with all the vocal Trump voters at his retirement village.
“I mostly just listen,” he said. “I don’t want to lose friends just because they’re stupid.”
And that’s something we should all be able to agree on.
