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			In times of stress, the best thing we can do for each other is to listen with our ears and our hearts and to be assured that our questions are just as important as our answers.

				—FRED ROGERS, The World According to Mister Rogers

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Author’s Note

			(You Don’t Want to Skip This One)

			
				Dear Reader,

				Last spring, I watched a butterfly emerge from its cocoon in my front garden. I was struck by how it struggled. The tiny creature often stopped, presumably out of exhaustion, even on this critical threshold of its metamorphosis from caterpillar to a creature that can soar through the air. At times, I was concerned it wouldn’t make it at all.

				Forgive me if this seems presumptuous, but I think I know how the little bug felt. In many ways, this book is my own cocoon, spun from words and paper instead of silk. A couple years ago, when I started writing it and exploring the science of why we struggle to change our behavior, I was self-assured in a peculiar way: finding confidence not in my mastery of life, but in my capacity to surrender to it. But life has a way of challenging the stories we tell ourselves to survive, and the past eighteen months have been a metamorphosis for me. I have been through loss and grief, a medical diagnosis, and a mental health crisis, and lost all the money I spent a lifetime saving. If you’re going to read this book, you and I will spend many hours together—and for that to work, I have to be honest with you at the beginning.

				
				This is a dangerous book. The process of researching and applying its insights—from psychology and sociology to neuroscience and behavioral economics—changed my life in dramatic and unexpected ways. There has been pain, struggle, and loss. In the pages that follow, I’m going to be honest about what I’ve learned, in the hope that it might help anyone else who’s fighting to emerge from their own cocoon.

				Parts of this book could be a tough read, depending on how your life has unfolded. I write about my experiences with trauma and suicidal thoughts, and if you’ve got some scar tissue, my stories may bring up pain. (You’ll find that the opening of the book sets the stage for honesty.) Take a break if you need it. You can set this book down anytime you’d like. I’ve included ample resting points in the flow of the text to help. I’ll be here, in these pages, whenever you need me, so there is no need to rush.

				Finally, while the stories I tell in this book are based on real events, I’ve sometimes reordered them, combined separate events together, and offered my recollections of what other people said, all for the sake of time and readability. Consider them “based on a true story,” as they say across town in Hollywood.

				I’m so excited to share this book with you.

				Peace, Love, Entropy,

				Mike McHargue, or “Science Mike”

				Los Angeles, California, 2019
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			Why Did I Do That?

			The Battle of You vs. You

			The barrel of a shotgun tastes like pocket change and fireworks. The flavor is overwhelming, like a battery pressed to your tongue, though the taste and aroma are quickly matched by the discomfort of what it takes, physically, to put such an instrument in your mouth.

			After placing the stock of the weapon on the ground, you lean forward and awkwardly bow your head, as if in prayer. If your goal is suicide—and it must be, or why else are you pointing a shotgun at your head?—you want to make sure as much shot as possible passes through your brain. So, still leaning forward, you lift your forehead into a less penitent posture. The result is pain, with the barrel smashing against your teeth and jabbing into the gums behind them.

			Shotguns are called “long guns” for a reason. With the barrel in your mouth, you can’t reach the trigger while maintaining the critical head-to-barrel angle. My solution to this problem was improvised: I slipped off my right shoe and put my toe on the trigger. Doing so stretched my hip flexors uncomfortably and put strain on my knee. I’ve never liked pain, but I could cope with this discomfort. In a few seconds, I wouldn’t feel anything ever again.

			
			I was sixteen years old, and tired of pain, rejection, and fear. My heart ached so much, and so constantly, that I didn’t want to have a heart anymore. So here I was, sitting in my parents’ bedroom with my father’s hunting gun in my mouth. I took a deep, smoky, metallic breath and pushed the trigger with my toe….

			

			—

			I FELT THE clunk even more than I heard it. It reverberated through my teeth and into my skull.

			I’ll never forget that feeling, the ultimate anticlimax. Confusion washed over me, bordering on panic. How was I alive? Turns out, I’d cocked the gun successfully but hadn’t loaded it right. I was saved by my ignorance of guns, and too afraid to try again. My heartbeat hit triple digits as I fell on the brown carpeted floor and sobbed.

			I hadn’t been an obvious candidate for a suicide attempt. I was a lanky teenager who played in a band and had a lot of friends. My parents loved me and provided a lifestyle that was comfortably middle class. I had a car and everything. My life looked about as stable and secure as adolescence can be.

			Lying on the floor that day, I couldn’t believe that I’d pulled the trigger. Taking one’s own life goes against some of our most powerful instincts, those for living and self-preservation. This is why, when someone attempts suicide, the most obvious response for the people closest to them is to ask the unanswerable question, “Why?” For people like me, however—those who have survived suicide attempts—there’s an additional, equally puzzling question: Did I really want to die?

			
			The answer seems clear. After all, I’d put a loaded gun in my mouth and pulled the trigger. But if I’d really wanted to die, why hadn’t I picked up the shotgun, troubleshooted the problem, and then tried again? How could I want to die badly enough to pull a trigger once, but not twice?

			Why, instead, did I lie on the floor, full of grief and shame, lamenting that I had failed even at killing myself, while feeling thrilled by the tears on my cheeks because those tears meant I was still alive? How could I be happy at the same time I wished to be dead?

			My struggle over suicide was life or death. My feelings warred with themselves, fighting in equal measure for another breath and a final one.

			But who was I struggling with? I was the only one in the room.

			

			—

			ON THE MORNING I write this, the California sun streams into the bedroom I share with my wife, Jenny. Our dogs have started to prance around the foot of our bed, anxious for us to wake up. They’re older dogs, with gray muzzles and a love of naps. They’re mellow enough to not bark or jump on the bed, but they’ve learned that their nails make a ceaseless click-clack on the hardwood floor that reliably breaks the slumber of their human roommates. “Time to get up,” they say, as politely as a canine can muster.

			
			This year has brought a lot of change to my family. One of the smaller changes was moving across the country from Florida to California. Jenny and I had both lived in Tallahassee our entire lives, and it’s hard to imagine a bigger change than moving from our sleepy southern hometown to a city like Los Angeles. The move has been both thrilling and exhausting. A mega-city has a lot more things to do, but somehow far fewer places to park.

			I often cope with stress by eating, and L.A. is more than happy to enable me. I’ve been packing on the pounds while at home—and packing them on while I travel for events. It’s a bad cycle. So last night, I decided that I would take a walk when I woke up.

			I love going for walks. Aside from the obvious health benefits, I find that time spent walking outside pays dividends in my emotional well-being, and makes me more creative and focused once I sit down at my desk. Plus, the perfect Southern California weather knocks out my favorite excuse for avoiding exercise: heat combined with high humidity. Most mornings, I wake with the intent of roaming around the foothills of the San Gabriel Mountains before getting on with my day. But this morning, I just watched that famous golden sunlight through the window and ate a banana in my favorite chair, even as a small voice in my head told me, “It’s not too late! Just go outside and walk now.”

			This happens to me all the time. How many mornings have I wasted by snagging my iPhone off of the nightstand, instead of leaving it there until I’ve eaten breakfast with my family? I can’t even estimate the percentage. Why do I always walk past the juice bar and buy my afternoon snack at the little shop Donut Friend?

			
			Why do I so often choose to do things I know aren’t best for me? Why do I sit on the couch when I love to go outside? Why do I watch late-night TV when mornings are my favorite part of the day? I don’t even like television. Why do I do these things even though I know I’ll feel shame later, after I do them?

			Lucky for me, I am not alone. Part of my work (we’ll get to this later) involves listening to people talk about the parts of their lives that frustrate them most. It seems we all struggle with late-night Netflix binges, skipped workouts, and deeper existential concerns about our mental health and belonging. I’ve learned that most people are fighting their own version of this internal war. What’s good for us later fights what feels good right now. Guiding this internal debate is a set of hazy, indistinct emotions and impulses that drives us to do things we have little interest in, or feel guilty about later.

			My own feelings and desires often confuse me, or seem in outright rebellion against my will. But it’s not just that I so often struggle to do what I know is right. Sometimes I can’t understand why I did something at all.

			Turns out, I am not the first person to study this struggle.

			

			—

			
			IMAGINE YOU’VE BEEN invited to participate in an experiment that will test your language skills. The lab is at the end of a hallway, so you walk down it and open the door. A research assistant greets you inside and explains that the test is quite simple: You’ll be given groupings of five words and asked to create sentences using four of them. Once you’re done, you’re told to notify her that you’ve finished.

			It’s an easy task, familiar to anyone who has ever made poetry with magnets on the fridge. The cards labeled “woman” and “kind” connect with “the” and “is” to form “the woman is kind.” The test is so easy, you may wonder if there are more instructions to come. But when you show your work to the research assistant, she thanks you and tells you that you’ve successfully completed the test.

			So you leave, walking down the same hallway you walked in from, and get on with your day. No big deal, right?

			Well, what if I told you that the speed at which you walked down that hallway was predicted by the words that the researchers gave you in your word scramble? What if I told you that when words we associate with elderly people—like “wise,” “obedient,” “courteous,” or “alone”—are included, subjects in the experiment walk as much as 10 or 20 percent slower leaving than they did when they came in?

			It seems unbelievable, doesn’t it? But that’s exactly what the BBC found when they tried to reproduce a famous experiment on a well-known concept in psychology called “priming.” There have been many variations of this study, and they’ve produced some truly shocking results.

			
			Let’s change the experiment. When you’re done with your word scramble, the research assistant engages you in a deep, important-sounding conversation that drags on a little too long. Would you interrupt her to tell her you’ve completed your task? Researchers found that when people’s word scrambles incorporated words we associate with being polite—like “kind” or “respected”—they usually waited a full ten minutes for the conversation to finish. But when people got a word scramble loaded with rude words, like “brazen” or “aggressively,” they waited only a minute or two before interrupting and saying, “Hey, I’m done here.”

			Experiments in priming have made people perform better at Trivial Pursuit after completing word scrambles involving words associated with intelligence. Another study indicated that people are more likely to vote for a tax increase to support education if their polling place is a school.

			The point is this: We feel like we’re in control of our lives, and that we make decisions based on evaluating circumstances with our rational minds. But research is showing us that we’re far from the rational actors we believe ourselves to be. A host of factors are at play in every thought or feeling we have, and every action we undertake.

			I imagine some of your minds are blown by the concept of priming, while others of you may have heard about it in a TED talk or read about it in a bestselling book. But I choose to mention it here because it sets an important foundation for the rest of this book: You are not the rational, autonomous actor that you believe yourself to be. Not even close.

			
			We experience our lives as a series of choices that we make, but when we examine human behavior via behavioral science or brain imaging, we find that our choices don’t happen in a vacuum. Covert cues and features of our biological systems act like the strings on a marionette, guiding our movements with inexorable tugs toward being courteous or rude—or even conservative or liberal. The sciences have long revealed the limits of our willpower and decision making—yet when it comes to addressing the problems that frustrate us most, our politics, our religions, and an endless library of self-help tomes all place an overwhelming emphasis on individual responsibility and initiative. Something has to give.

			

			—

			I MAKE MY living hosting two podcasts: The Liturgists Podcast and Ask Science Mike. In the course of making those programs, I get asked thousands of questions every year from people struggling to understand their own beliefs, emotions, and behaviors. Those questions are the impetus behind this book. They read like mini-biopics, all of them pointing to our most common human dilemma.

			In Boise, a college student asks how she can accept that climate change is real, while also eating beef and buying things from Amazon Prime all the time. She understands that her own activity, not just human activity in general, is impacting the climate in catastrophic ways, yet she continues to take actions that needlessly release carbon into our atmosphere. I’m not judging her. I do the same thing all the time.

			
			In Chicago, a man in his thirties said he feels depressed all the time. He has read about strategies for coping, but the depression itself leeches his motivation to act in a way that could help him feel better.

			In Atlanta, a woman told me that she’s been cheating on her husband, whom she still loves. She wants to stop, but she just can’t break off the affair—she’s tried many times to do so. And in Portland, a gay man told me that he lives in constant fear that he’ll go to hell for being gay, despite the fact that he hasn’t read the Bible in years and has rejected the fundamentalist religion of his childhood.

			Of course, long before podcasts explored these questions, and before scientists captured images of living brains in action, the great spiritual and moral teachers wrestled with this same dilemma. People like Moses, Jesus, Muhammad, Buddha, and Richard Dawkins have offered compelling metaphors to help us understand our struggle to live a good life, to be good people in our own eyes. Yet the struggle never stops. Across the entire arc of human history, we’ve wrestled with the same inescapable question:

			Why did I do that?

			For most of my life, I was a fundamentalist, Evangelical Christian. I’m not anymore (that story is the subject of my first book). But I am still fascinated by the way ancient wisdom traditions, like Christianity, can bring us solidarity and frame our contemporary struggles as something more lasting.

			
			Adam and Eve eat fruit from a forbidden tree as they listen to a seductive whisper.

			Why did I do that?

			King David, a man after God’s own heart, sees a naked woman bathing on her roof and summons her to his chambers—even after learning she is already married to a soldier in his army.

			Why did I do that?

			Even Paul of Tarsus, credited with writing more of the Christian Bible than anyone else, has his own take on it. Paul writes, “I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.”

			Why did I do that?

			We hear it from every pulpit and every Bible study. But we also hear it in every weight-loss plan, self-help book, and recovery meeting. People spend billions of dollars per year and countless hours struggling with the same question.

			Why did I do that?

			The ancient scriptures attempt to describe a life of virtue, but they are short on practical instructions. How do we “think on things that are pure” when our phone never stops dinging? How can we live with peace and gratitude when our lives are measured paycheck to paycheck? How, exactly, does one “renew their mind daily,” Paul?

			And have modern attempts at self-control faired any better? There’s overwhelming evidence that diets don’t work—any of them. Self-help books that offer a REVOLUTIONARY INSIGHT never seem to actually revolutionize the world. In fact, only a tiny fraction of any such book’s readers find themselves changed in any meaningful way.

			
			Today, our eyes are starting to open. Neuroscience, behavioral economics, and cognitive psychology offer powerful insights into the question that plagued Paul and the everyday anxieties that plague our entire species. For the first time, we’re beginning to learn why our actions are so often out of sync with our intent.

			There’s more going on in “you” then “you” are aware of. Cues in your environment; the actions of those around you; the words you hear, read, and think; your past experiences; your body’s systems; the structures in your brain; and, yes, your own willpower—all of these factors come together to compose your deepest thoughts and feelings, and ultimately what you do.

			You’ve been taught to think of yourself as an individual, but we’re learning that’s not the most accurate way to view a person. You are a vast collection of brain cells and bacteria, a teeming ocean of life checking Instagram for likes. Though you may think of yourself as the conductor of the orchestra that is your life, you are more like the orchestra itself, a myriad of musicians coming together to create a single symphony.

			

			—

			EACH DAY, I am surprised that my struggle to learn who I am has grown into podcasts that reach an audience of millions. I am not a scientist. I am not a pastor. I don’t have any formal scientific or theological education. In fact, I dropped out of community college after six weeks.

			
			The success of my work, launching me from a tech nerd in the advertising business to a D-list Internet celebrity, is a mystery I’ve been trying to understand for years. All of this started when I began telling people a story about my life: what it was like to be a deeply religious person who stopped believing in God. Every community has taboos that mark some topics as unspeakable, and the religious fundamentalism of my youth was no different.

			I started to tell my story because I suspected that many people felt suffocated, alienated, and afraid under the weight of those taboos, and I was right. In the process of defying taboo and being honest about my life experiences, I’ve met thousands of people around the world, and gotten messages from tens of thousands more. About 12 percent of my audience call themselves Evangelical Christians. Oddly enough, about 12 percent also identify as atheist. The largest bloc is made up of people who don’t use any religious or spiritual label at all. That kind of spiritual diversity isn’t common in media. How on earth do people with such different perspectives share space?

			The common ingredient in this spiritually diverse group is rejection. Almost everyone who listens regularly has been ostracized from a community for questioning, or deconstructing, the assumptions of that community. Plenty of them are former Evangelicals, but many are also secularists who had a transcendent experience and found that their unbelieving friends or families didn’t want to hear about it. They find themselves living as exiles, grieving the loss of a community that was dear to them. But once they enter the wilderness, their deconstruction process spreads. They begin to deconstruct their assumptions about politics, sexuality, gender, race, and every other component of their former worldview.

			
			Glance at social media, and you will see that this process is playing out across human societies. For many reasons, our species is in the middle of a renegotiation of what it means to be a good person. Vital work is happening to confront the widespread racism, sexism, homophobia, and ableism in our world. I support and celebrate that process. But, as we tear apart all the old scripts, millions of people have shown that they feel lost and confused.

			Everyone wants to be a good person, but few have any idea what that looks like twenty years into a new millennium. Many of the cherished lessons from our childhood—we’re all the same, we’re all equal, Western society is a beacon of hope in the world—have turned out to be fanciful at best. A more complete understanding of history shows us that so many of us who feel like “good people” play an active role in the oppression of people all over the world, including in our home countries. We may believe that everyone is equal, but the data are clear that we’re doing a terrible job of treating everyone equally. Many of us have learned how to question and reject harmful assumptions, but we’re struggling to create new beliefs and behaviors to replace the older ones we’ve rejected.

			This is a time for action and for serious conversations. But many of us were raised in cultures that value comfort and civility over truth telling, and because of that we tend to shut down at the very moment we need to rise up.

			
			What’s next for us? How do we create the kind of world we want to live in, instead of coasting along as the old one burns itself down?

			

			—

			THIS ISN’T A self-help book. I don’t have ONE WEIRD TRICK to help you lose weight. There will be no aha moment that enables you to change the things you don’t like about yourself, or eliminate bad habits in just thirty days. That’s not to say personal change is impossible—quite the contrary. There have been periods of my life when I’ve had remarkable success changing habits that I knew were unhealthy.

			Twenty-three years ago, I put a gun in my mouth and pulled the trigger. Fifteen years ago, I had such problems with hoarding and organization that I was afraid to let people see my office, my car, or my home. Less than ten years ago, I weighed more than three hundred pounds. I couldn’t see my feet when I looked down, and my shoelaces were always tied on the sides because I couldn’t reach my feet without crossing my legs.

			I have wrestled with my demons, and each time I’ve triumphed over them, there’s been a pattern. First, I’d discover something in the sciences that helped me understand myself better. Next, I would study the work of experts in their fields (and sometimes spiritual teachers) to devise a strategy to modify how I thought, felt, and acted. Finally, I would track these changes over time to make sure that it worked.

			
			Using this method, I’ve done some amazing things.

			I lost more than a hundred pounds and ran a marathon.

			My home and office are clean and organized, and I have learned to let go of material things.

			My life is full of deep, meaningful relationships that I engage in vulnerably.

			And I never, ever, put the barrel of a gun in my mouth.

			But this book isn’t about those things. In fact, the last eighteen months of my life have looked less like a string of successes and more like a parade of failure, loss, and confusion. I’ve had mental breakdowns and major relationship conflicts. I have watched one of my children struggle with an eating disorder, been diagnosed with a significant disability, lost a dear friend, and been hospitalized with heart disease.

			My successes and failures all have something in common. Each of them has been a chapter in a much larger project: a multi-decade journey to arrive at something far more precious, but also much harder to measure and market.

			I like me.

			I don’t just tolerate me, or accept me. I like me. In fact, I love me. I am a huge fan of me, from the way I mispronounce words to the hair on my back.

			When I look in the mirror, I see a miracle billions of years in the making, a collection of cells that follow an unbroken line to the very first life on this planet. Even in my most challenging moments, if I plumb the depths of what science reveals about my mind and body, it can lead me to a place of remarkable peace with myself.

			
			Here’s the trick: There is no trick. There is no quick, easy road to self-acceptance and grace. I’ve spent the last twenty years furiously studying the sciences to better understand humanity—not because I was curious, but because I was dying. The stakes for me were life and death, and I am alive.

			This is a book about you learning that you are a miracle too. I want to start you on a journey that ends with you looking in the mirror one day, unable to hold back tears, because instead of seeing someone who isn’t tall, thin, young, or attractive enough, you instead see a profound and rare being who is worthy of love. I want you to see yourself and be awed, because you are truly awesome.

			And I mean awesome in the cosmic sense, not the cultural one.

			I want to introduce you to the marvelous miracle you meet in the mirror every morning. I want to show you the unbelievable systems that create your every moment, because it’s the key to coping with the times when you feel less like a miracle and more like an unbelievable pain in your own ass.

			The very things that make our behavior so frustrating are the mark of a feat that only life can produce: consciousness. Consciousness is a trickster, but it’s a remarkable magician. It takes such a diverse cast of characters—the
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