Feeling judgmental?
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You don’t have to
search far to find evi-
dence of the growing
polarization of our soci-
ety. In so many areas of
our lives, we are asked
to choose sides. Are we
{; le d or
’ 2 ue, con-
szrlt servative
L R or liberali
spiritua
of ?i.e or secular,
for it or
against it? It’s not new,
of course, this binary way
we have of categorizing
ourselves and one anoth-
er. However, it seems to
be getting worse, and it’s
seriously getting in the
way of meaningful con-
versation and collabora-
tive work for the common
good.

One thing I notice is
just how quickly people
seem to jump to judg-
ment when encountering
something new or unfa-
miliar. Why do we find it
so easy to disapprove of
others who look, act or
think differently than
we do? Why is our initial
reaction often accom-
ganied by the furrowed

row, curled lip or criti-
cal sneer? For some, this
may be rooted in discom-
fort or uncertainty — i.e.
they do not understand
and are thrown off bal-
ance by the unknown.
Others have been explic-
itly trained to fear or
loathe others based on
some demographic detail
or an amped-up form of
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fear akin to “stranger
danger.” Still others may
simply be having a bad
day, and the judgment
that comes across to oth-
ers is merely an echo of
their own internal dis-
ruption or pain. Either
way, that kind of judg-
ment (real or perceived)
resents an obstacle to
uman unity, under-
standing and cooperative
progress to benefit all; it
also does great harm.
Why not try a different
strategy? In my obser-
vation, curiosity is both
a highly effective and
a highly undervalued
spiritual practice. When
we are curious, we ask
questions, we wonder,
we make room for pos-
sibilities we had not
previously considered.
This is exactly the oppo-
site of what happens
when we rush to judg-
ment. Whereas curiosity
opens up possibilities for
insight and connection,
judgment shuts down
dialogue and damages
relationships. Curiosity
requires of us a certain

amount of humility, while
being judgmental leads
straight to hubris (or
flows from it).

It’s no secret that
there is a lot broken in
our world, and most of
the solutions are going to
require the gifts, wisdom
and cooperation of all of
us. We desperately need
to find new ways to come
together and build one
another up, rather than
divide ourselves into
intractable warring fac-
tions. Yes, this is an age-
old problem, but its ubiq-
uity shouldn’t discourage
us from trying again and
again to address it direct-
ly and together. When we
separate ourselves away
from those with whom
we think we have little
in common, we decrease
the chances that creative
solutions to our common

roblems will emerge. In
act, when we feel our-
selves getting judgy, that
is the absolute best time
to ask a question (and
not a snarky one)!

Perhaps, if we con-
sciously and intention-
ally choose curiosity over
judgment, we could bet-
ter understand, appreci-
ate and heal ourselves
and one another from
all the damage caused
by our divisiveness. As
16th-century Unitarian
theologian Francis David
aptly noted, “We need
not think alike to love
alike.”
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