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            Introduction: Doomsday Preppers

         
         
            Out of such chaos, of such contradiction

            We learn that we are neither devils nor divines . . .

            When we come to it

            We must confess that we are the possible

            We are the miraculous, the true wonder of this world

            That is when, and only when

            We come to it.

            —Maya Angelou, “A Brave and Startling Truth” (flown into space on the NASA Orion mission)

         

         Slowly over the past century, and now suddenly, all at once, we’re suffering a collapse in Meaning. We used to find faith
            and comfort in organized religion, but fewer people than ever subscribe to those beliefs anymore. We can call that traditional
            system Meaning 1.0 and it offered salvation to the elect. Those who believed were saved. Those who didn’t weren’t. Harsh but
            fair.
         

         
         For the past few hundred years, we’ve been trying a different experiment—one based not on salvation but inclusion. That was
            the promise of global liberalism—the idea that markets, democracy, and civil rights would bring us into a world where everyone,
            not just the elect, were entitled to a fair shot at the good life.
         

         
         Except that hasn’t worked out too well either. Unprecedented economic disparity, global crises, and environmental degradation
            have revealed that many of those promises were hollow. We can call this modern experiment Meaning 2.0 and it offered inclusion
            to the masses. Accept the rules, play the game, and your turn will come soon enough. Promising in theory, partial in practice.
         

         
         As both Meaning 1.0 and Meaning 2.0 have collapsed, we’re experiencing a global crisis. And into that vacuum have rushed a
            host of beliefs that threaten the fabric of civilization. Around the world, among believers and nonbelievers alike, we are
            finding ourselves in the grip of Rapture Ideologies.
         

         
         At their heart, Rapture Ideologies share four key beliefs:

         
         
            	the world as we know it is broken and unsavable.

            	there is a point in the near future where everything is going to change.

            	on the other side of that inflection point, everyone we value will be saved/redeemed.

            	so let’s get there as fast as possible, without much concern for the world we’re leaving behind.

         

         This is increasingly a problem for all of us. It’s vital we regain control of the stories we’re telling because they are shaping
            the future we’re creating. To do that, we have to remember our deepest inspiration, heal our pain and apathy, and connect
            to each other like never before. If we don’t, the Rapturists will have the last word on how this all goes down. If we do,
            we can remake a world that works for all of us.
         

         
         *  *  *

         For anyone who might be passingly concerned by this possibility but then thinks, “That may be the case on the extremes, but
            cooler heads prevail in the Wall Street Journal, Economist, TED Talk world we live in”—think again. Rapture philosophers are all around us. Wearing hoodies and Brooks Brothers suits
            as often as sackcloth and ashes. Proclaiming “The Singularity Is Near” as often as warning that “The End Is Nigh.” Scrutinizing
            lines of computer code as often as ancient texts. You’ve just got to know what you’re looking for. 
         

         
         In all the buzz predicting the Next Big Thing, few possibilities have captured our imaginations like the reboot of the space
            race. The New York Times recently reported that we’re on the cusp of a watershed moment in space travel and that “trips [to Mars] could begin as soon
            as 2024.” Beyond the livestream rocket launches and the excitement of early-bird tickets for the bravest billionaires, there’s
            a more serious question that rarely gets asked of the would-be space colonizers: Are we sure?
         

         
         Mars isn’t where we’re from. It’s a long way off, and wildly hostile to human habitation. Solving for both of those problems—distance
            and survivability—is a monumental effort. Why, if we could marshal the technical expertise, capital, and drive to pull off this historic feat, wouldn’t we
            deploy those same resources to fix the place we already live? The place we’re actually from?
         

         
         In two words: Rapture Ideology. It may be in a different wrapper from the religious versions we dimly remember from school.
            But it’s the same underlying structure. Only this one isn’t based on dusty scripture. It doesn’t hinge on an ultimate showdown
            between Good and Evil. It’s a Rapture Ideology nonetheless. Call it the Techno-Utopian Rapture. And it follows that same four-stage
            framework exactly.
         

         
         
            	The world as we know it is doomed (not because of sin this time, but because of overconsumption).

            	There’s an inflection point coming soon (geopolitical/ecosystemic collapse, not the coming of the Four Horsemen).

            	On the Other Side, our people will be looked after (the Singularity/Mars Colonies for the best and brightest—Atlas Shrugged in space).
            

            	So let’s prepare for that eventuality as fast as possible and never mind the collateral damage (build space stations and luxury
               bunkers rather than solve for global crises like food, water, energy, or climate).
            

         

         When questioned about the obvious trade-offs and challenges of Mars, advocates, ranging from the late Stephen Hawking to Elon
            Musk, prove this out: “Mars colonization represents the best hope to ensure the future of our species as we exhaust the resources
            of our home planet,” Musk has said. “Spreading out,” Hawking agreed, “may be the only thing that saves us from ourselves.”
         

         
         When we hear comments like that, instead of sounding alarms and sparking widespread debate on our future, we go fuzzy. We’re
            unable to grasp the severity of what we’re actually talking about. We fondly remember Neil Armstrong’s “one giant leap for
            mankind.” Star Trek’s theme  “to boldly go where no man has gone before” hums in our heads. We think back to the Jetsons and jetpacks and wonder
            if this is the moment when all of that science fiction finally becomes science fact. It seems so cool and familiar that we
            gloss over exactly how this would go down.
         

         
         Let’s say that Hawking and Musk are right. They’re both brilliant, think deeply about subjects that most of us will never
            wrap our heads around, routinely solve impossible problems, and have access to the highest-quality research in the world:
            Neither holds much hope for our species surviving beyond the end of this century unless we come up with a radical Plan B.
            That conclusion alone should stop us in our tracks.
         

         
         But let’s go further. Within the next couple of decades we actually do establish a colony on Mars that can serve as a forward
            operating base for humanity’s future. Then what?
         

         
         One thing is certain. There won’t be enough seats on the Good Ship Lollipop for all eight billion of us. And that highlights
            the most seductive and destructive part of all Rapture Ideologies. No matter how statistically unlikely, we secretly believe
            we’ll personally score a ticket to ride. Against all odds, we imagine that we are one of the saved, not one of those Left
            Behind. Imagine how high the bar will be to nab a ticket off the Late Great Planet Earth. It will make those helicopters leaving
            the U.S. embassy during the fall of Saigon look like a warm-up.
         

         
         *  *  *

         We might not say it in mixed company, but after 9/11, the 2008 Financial Crisis, the rise of populism, and the coronavirus
            pandemic, we’ve all been thinking a lot more about the unthinkable. As far back as 2012, National Geographic launched a reality show called Doomsday Preppers about people getting ready for a time described in casually terrifying acronyms like WROL (without rule of law) WTSHTF (when
            the shit hits the fan) during the EOTWAWKI (End of the World as We Know It).
         

         
         Its first episode racked up over four million viewers (nearly half a million more viewers than the top late-night comedy show pulls in). Doomsday Preppers has gone on to break records for the channel and become one of its top ranked shows. Baffled by their own success, National Geographic put out a survey to learn more about their breakout hit. It revealed that nearly half of Americans think that investing in bomb shelters and MREs (nonperishable military rations) is a safer bet than socking
            their savings away in a 401(k). The American dream of white picket fences, 2.2 happy children, and pension funds is getting
            eclipsed by visions of fortified bunkers, gold bullion, and bug-out bags.
         

         
         We like to believe that we’ll all pull together in times of crisis. We put our faith in governments, national guards, firefighters,
            policemen, and institutions like the Red Cross. In 2019, Brock Long, the administrator of the Federal Emergency Management
            Agency (FEMA) during Houston’s and Puerto Rico’s historic flooding, offered a reality check on disaster relief as a service:
            “I think FEMA faces unrealistic expectations by Congress and the American public,” he said. “We’ve got to stop looking at
            FEMA as 911.”
         

         
         “I think, to some degree, we all collectively take it on faith that our country works,” Steve Huffman, the CEO of the popular
            online message board Reddit, reflects. “All of these things that we hold dear work because we believe they work. While I do
            believe they’re quite resilient, and we’ve been through a lot, certainly we’re going to go through a lot more.”
         

         
         Our desire to believe it will all work out somehow lies somewhere between wishful thinking and learned helplessness. “What
            experience and history teach us is this,” the German philosopher Georg Hegel warned, “peoples and governments have never learned
            anything from history.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         Those same business titans investing in moon shots are covering their bases down on the ground too. And make no mistake, those
            with the biggest bets to place are hedging them madly.
         

         
         In January 2017, Evan Osnos published “Doomsday Prep for the Super-Rich” in The New Yorker, detailing exactly what those with the information and resources to plan ahead are up to. The article caused an immediate
            sensation and spawned over half a million responses online. “Survivalism, the practice of preparing for a crackup of civilization,”
            Osnos admits in his introduction, “tends to evoke a certain picture: the woodsman in the tinfoil hat, the hysteric with the
            hoard of beans, the religious doomsayer. But in recent years survivalism has expanded to more affluent quarters, taking root
            in Silicon Valley and New York City, among technology executives, hedge-fund managers, and others in their economic cohort.”
            Really, it’s just another Rapture Ideology in disguise. This one might not involve religious messiahs or space escapes—it
            just swaps out Mars colonies for converted missile silos and getaway ranches—but it shares all the telltale signs.
         

         
         When Osnos interviewed LinkedIn founder Reid Hoffman about how widespread this contingency planning was among tech elites,
            he estimated “fifty-plus percent.” “Saying you’re ‘buying a house in New Zealand’ is kind of a wink, wink, say no more,” he
            continued. “Once you’ve done the Masonic handshake, they’ll be, like, ‘Oh, you know, I have a broker who sells old ICBM silos,
            and they’re nuclear-hardened, and they kind of look like they would be interesting to live in.’”
         

         
         As the success of National Geographic’s Doomsday Preppers confirms, we’re all interested in having a backup for when the S.H.T.F. Some of us just have more bullion and better bunkers.
         

         
         A couple of summers ago, author Douglas Rushkoff (Throwing Rocks at the Google Bus), named one of the “world’s most influential intellectuals” by MIT, wrote what amounted to an update to Evan Osnos’s New Yorker essay. And in a couple of years, we’d moved from the hypothetical to the nearly unthinkable.
         

         
         Rushkoff received an invitation to address a bunch of Wall Street financiers on the future of technology—a topic that he had
            spent his career tracking. And while he usually turned down those kinds of cushy speaking engagements (he was a founder of
            the cyberpunk movement back in the ’90s, after all), he admitted that “it was by far the largest fee I had ever been offered
            for a talk — about half my annual professor’s salary.” So he swallowed his disdain and did what most reasonable people would:
            He took the gig.
         

         
         He showed up on the appointed day in what he assumed was the greenroom (the place backstage where speakers and hosts usually
            congregate during conferences). Five impeccably dressed men sat down and introduced themselves. Slowly Rushkoff realized this
            wasn’t the greenroom and there was no stage. There was no auditorium full of traders waiting to hear him talk either. These
            five men were his audience.
         

         
         At first, they asked him a few easy icebreaker questions—what was the deal with blockchain and cryptocurrencies? How far off
            did he think quantum computing was? Can Google really upload Ray Kurzweil’s mind to the cloud? Alaska or New Zealand (to escape
            global warming)?
         

         
         But then came the real question—the one those five titans of Wall Street had paid north of $50,000 an hour to learn: “How
            do I maintain authority over my security force after the event?”
         

         
         That sentence requires some unpacking.

         
         Let’s start at the end and work backward.

         
         “The Event.”

         
         “That was their euphemism,” Rushkoff explains, “for the environmental collapse, social unrest, nuclear explosion, unstoppable
            virus, or Mr. Robot hack that takes everything down.” By this point, discussing, debating, or wondering about future scenarios
            had given way for these men to a chillingly simple placeholder. Simply, The Event. And while these men may not have been willing
            to bet on which particular domino would fall first, that they all would topple soon after seemed self-evident. A fixed constant
            in a more complex equation they were still trying to solve.
         

         
         Next, the verb.

         
         “Maintain authority”—carries the distinct implication that a) authority might be challenged or questioned in the near future and b)
            that those five men had it and intended to hold on to it.
         

         
         Finally the object of that action, the noun.

         
         “My security force.” Not “my personal assistant.” Not “my bodyman,” “butler,” or “team.” My “security force.” Unvarnished.
            Plural, even without an s. And judging by the urgency of their $64,000 question on how to control that group after The Event, possibly mercenary.
         

         
         For the remainder of their allotted hour together, those hedge fund managers laid down a few more of their cards. How would
            they pay their paramilitary if the economic system collapsed and paper (and digital currency) became worthless? How would
            they prevent a Lord of the Flies–style coup once things went pear-shaped? Would secret combination locks on food supplies work? How about shock collars? Or
            AI robots?
         

         
         “That’s when it hit me,” Rushkoff said. “At least as far as these gentlemen were concerned, this was a talk about the future of technology. Taking their cue from Elon Musk colonizing Mars, Peter Thiel reversing the aging process,
            or Ray Kurzweil uploading [his] mind into a supercomputer, they were preparing for a digital future that had a whole lot less
            to do with making the world a better place than it did with transcending the human condition altogether and insulating themselves
            from a very real and present danger of climate change, rising sea levels, mass migrations, global pandemics, nativist panic,
            and resource depletion. For them, the future of technology is really about just one thing: escape.”
         

         
         To his credit, Rushkoff challenged their assumptions. In response to their blunt questions he answered that the best way to
            maintain the loyalty of their private security forces was to start treating them really well, like family, starting now. And
            to not stop there. He suggested they do the same in all of their current businesses on this side of The Event. The more effectively
            they could do that, he suggested, the greater the odds we could all keep the wheels on civilization in the first place.
         

         
         “They were amused by my optimism, but they didn’t really buy it,” Rushkoff admits. “They were not interested in how to avoid
            a calamity; they’re convinced we are too far gone. For all their wealth and power, they don’t believe they can affect the
            future. They are simply accepting the darkest of all scenarios and then bringing whatever money and technology they can employ
            to insulate themselves — especially if they can’t get a seat on the rocket to Mars . . .  the result will be less a continuation
            of the human diaspora than a lifeboat for the elite.”
         

         
         Rapturists. Every last one of them. So while it’s tempting to marginalize those who embrace Rapture Ideologies, to think they
            only show up preaching fire and brimstone or wired up to suicide vests, the stark reality is they’re all around us: wearing
            black mock turtlenecks and fleece vests, chatting on iPhones, tuning in to Doomsday Preppers on cable TV.
         

         
         *  *  *

         If we do nothing, and Rapturists of all stripes have their way, we’ll be left to play Mad Max on an exhausted planet while
            a handful of tech titans upload their consciousness to computers or catch one of the last flights into space. Or maybe we’ll
            get swept up in a Middle Eastern war en route to the Last Judgment of Revelation, or the rise of a jihadi caliphate.
         

         
         None of those sound especially good.

         
         Any one of these scenarios should provoke, at a minimum, spirited debate about our collective future, and, at a maximum, serious
            concern. But almost no one seems to be paying attention. We’ve ceded the airwaves, news cycles, and initiative to a handful
            of ideologues and zealots. The longer this goes unaddressed, the worse it’s going to get. “A renewal of apocalyptic belief
            is underway that  is unlikely to be confined to familiar sorts of fundamentalism,” John Gray, London School of Economics philosopher,
            writes in Black Mass: Apocalyptic Religion and the Death of Utopia. “Along with evangelical revivals there is likely to be a profusion of designer religions, mixing science and science fiction,
            racketeering, and psychobabble, which will spread like internet viruses. Most will be harmless, but doomsday cults . . . may
            proliferate as ecological crisis deepens.”
         

         
         Here’s the dangerous and seductive part: the harder and scarier the challenges we face—whether sociopolitical, economic, epidemiologic,
            climatic, or spiritual—the more tempting it is to believe we can leapfrog the whole train wreck. 
         

         
         When buying into one of those stories, we tell ourselves two lies: The first is that there’s no hope for the world as we know
            it. The second is that, against all odds, we’re one of the lucky ones who get a Golden Ticket to the other side.
         

         
         *  *  *

         In study after study, religious moderates and secular humanists around the world share a desire for stability and prosperity.
            Most people, across cultures, just want to live in peace and see their children get a chance for a better life. That desire
            unites us. Atheists, Muslims, Christians, Confucians, Buddhists, Jews, Hindus, and hipsters—all just want a shot to die in
            their sleep, happy and surrounded by grandchildren. It’s always been this way.
         

         
         But Rapturism sees the world in fundamentally different terms—it’s an exponentialist approach, driven by a conviction that
            this world is beyond repair and that any pain and suffering in this world will be redeemed by accelerating the transition
            to the next. When the End is literally heaven on earth (or beyond it), the Means are always justified.
         

         
         Here’s the problem with that logic: Even if you are a devout jihadi, or Christian Zionist, or have prepaid for your first-class
            ticket to SpaceX Mars Edition, you amount to less than 1 percent of the Earth’s population. That means a fractional minority
            of humanity has seized the wheel of our collective future. And your “redemption” means everyone else’s likely annihilation.
         

         
         So what about the 99 percent—the rest of us? What about that great silent majority of people around the world who just want
            a decent chance to keep on keeping on?
         

         
         *  *  *

         While surveying the wreckage of World War I, “the war to end all wars,” William Butler Yeats penned one of the classics of
            modern literature, his poem “The Second Coming.” In fevered imagery, it overlaid biblical themes onto a traumatized Europe
            and reflected on what was to come. “Surely some revelation is at hand; / Surely the Second Coming is at hand,” Yeats wondered.
            “And what rough beast, its hour come round at last, / Slouches towards Bethlehem, waiting to be born?”
         

         
         It’s been a fixture of popular culture ever since, giving Nigerian author Chinua Achebe the title to his seminal work Things Fall Apart, and Joan Didion the name of her collection of essays Slouching Towards Bethlehem. It even inspired an episode of the HBO series The Sopranos titled “The Second Coming.”
         

         
         A few years ago The Wall Street Journal reported, “Terror, Brexit and U.S. Election Have Made 2016 the Year of Yeats.” A Dow Jones semantic analysis of online content
            revealed that there were more people around the world referencing the line “things fall apart, the centre cannot hold” in
            that tumultuous election year than at any time in the prior thirty years.
         

         
         Since then the centrifugal forces that Yeats warned of and the number of things falling apart have only increased. “The best
            lack all conviction,” he wrote, “while the worst are filled with a passionate intensity.” And that’s precisely where we find
            ourselves right now. A huge number of good-hearted, hardworking, live-and-let-live humans are having their fates decided by
            a passionately intense minority dedicated to capital “R” Rapture ideologies.
         

         
         So how do the best of us, how do the rest of us rekindle an intensity passionate enough—our lowercase “r” rapture—to counterbalance
            the extremes, and take a stand for our lives and our future?
         

         
         If we can do that, we’ve got a shot at solving the big problems we face. We can mend where we’re broken, reconnect with each
            other, and live lives of passion and purpose. And if we can’t? Well, the dustbin of history has swallowed civilizations far
            older and fancier than ours.
         

         
         *  *  *

         To get a handle on what to do next, we’re going to rely on two emerging disciplines—neuroanthropology and culture architecture.
            Really, they’re the same approach. One looks backward into the past while the other looks forward into the future. Neuroanthropology
            borrows from neuroscience, psychology, and history to better understand how and why humans have behaved the way we have. If
            you enjoyed Yuval Harari’s Sapiens or Jared Diamond’s Guns, Germs, and Steel, this line of inquiry will feel familiar. Culture architecture takes those insights and uses them as building blocks to design
            more effective solutions to social problems. If you found Richard Thaler’s Nudge or Daniel Kahneman’s Thinking, Fast and Slow interesting, you may be an armchair culture architect yourself.
         

         
         This book is divided into three parts. Part One: Choose Your Own Apocalypse takes a look at our current Meaning Crisis—where we are today, why it’s so hard to make sense of the world, what might be
            coming next, and what to do about it. It also makes a case that many of our efforts to cope, whether anxiety and denial, or
            tribalism and identity politics, are making things worse. It ends by outlining our pressing need to expand our awareness beyond
            ourselves, our tribes, and our national boundaries, and to start thinking more as members of a global species. Making that
            move will be hard but critical.
         

         
         Part Two: The Alchemist Cookbook changes gears from cultural analysis to design thinking. In it, we’ll apply the creative firm IDEO’s human-centered design
            toolkit to the Meaning Crisis. This is where the book moves into the domains of neuroscience and optimal psychology, taking
            a look at the strongest evolutionary drivers that can bring about inspiration, healing, and connection. From breathing, to
            movement, sexuality, music, and substances—these are the everyday resources to help us harness insight, mend trauma, and work
            together. So whether you’re a part of an existing tradition or community, or you’re looking to innovate, this section offers
            a road map for how to gain the clarity, courage, and conviction to do what needs to be done.
         

         
         Part Three: Ethical Cult Building, draws on the fields of anthropology and comparative religion to focus on the tricky nature of putting these kinds of experiences
            into gear and into culture. Because in the past, anytime we’ve figured out combinations of peak states and deep healing, we’ve
            almost always ended up with problematic communities. This section lays out a provisional road map for sparking a thousand
            fires without burning down the house. Think of it as an open-source tool kit for ethical culture.
         

         
         It’s important to note up front that any one of these three sections could be a freestanding book in itself. In fact, any
            one of these chapters could be. In simpler times, they probably would have. But to get to a conclusion that might be satisfying,
            in both a timely and a timeless sense, we’ll have to move fast and cover a lot of terrain. If we can stay together on this
            journey, the view from the destination will be worth it. (The endnotes, which highlight amazing work being done by experts
            in all of these these fields, can be found online at www.recapturetherapture.com/notes. The appendix goes into detail about
            the research study that underpins Part Two. The glossary, which defines many of the classical and technical terms used throughout,
            is at the end. So even if at first, the breadth of content feels like a lot, you’ve got all the tools you need to make sense
            of it.)
         

         
         In Recapture the Rapture, we’re taking radical research out of the extremes and applying it to the mainstream—to the broader social problem of healing,
            believing, and belonging. It’s providing answers to the questions we face: how to replace blind faith with direct experience,
            how to move from broken to whole, and how to cure isolation with connection. Said even more plainly, it shows us how to revitalize
            our bodies, boost our creativity, rekindle our relationships, and answer once and for all the questions of why we are here
            and what do we do now.
         

         
         In a world that needs the best of us from the rest of us, this is a book that shows us how to get it done.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part I
Choose Your Own Apocalypse

         
         
            the poem at the end of the world

            is the poem the little girl breathes

            into her pillow the one

            she cannot tell the one

            there is no one to hear this poem

            is a political poem is a war poem is a

            universal poem but is not about

            these things this poem

            is about one human heart this poem

            is the poem at the end of the world

            —Lucille Clifton

         

         
            A Cinderella Story

            First, we’re going to have to take stock of how we got into our current predicament. We’re going to have to account for all
               the places we’ve traded courage for comfort, dedication for distraction, and inspiration for information. Put simply, as we
               untangle this tale, it’s going to get worse before it gets better.
            

            
            Which, if you think about it, shouldn’t be too surprising. The whole worse-before-better roller-coaster ride is practically
               baked into our script. When Kurt Vonnegut, author of modern classics like Slaughterhouse Five and Cat’s Cradle, studied anthropology at the University of Chicago, he found that all stories share only a handful of basic shapes.
            

            
            According to Vonnegut, you can trace any narrative by the rise and fall of the main characters’ fortunes. He identified certain
               standbys, like the well-worn “Rags to Riches” story (Down then Up), and the “Boy meets Girl” tale where a couple meets each
               other, then loses each other, then gets each other back (Up then Down then Up again).
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            But of all the possible shapes Vonnegut discovered, he noticed that the Cinderella Story (Down then Up, then Really Down then Really Up) was the most compelling. We can’t get enough of her Lowly Beginnings (sweeping ashes, crummy sisters, lousy stepmother),
               steady Climb to the Top (fairy godmothers, fancy outfits, dancing with the prince), Precipitous Drop (stroke of midnight,
               pumpkin coaches, lost slipper), and a Happily Ever After that set the bar for all the rest.
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            And that, more or less, is the shape of our story too. Only we’re joining this narrative halfway through. For almost all of
               history, life was nastier, more brutal, and shorter than we might have liked (Down). Then, industrial, scientific, and democratic
               revolutions gave us lightbulbs, indoor plumbing, voting rights, vaccines, and smartphones. We’ve been living longer, learning
               more, and lacking for little (Up).
            

            
            Until today, where we pick up the thread—at the stroke of midnight, on the verge of losing it all. As of January 2021, the
               Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists’ Doomsday Clock, which tracks existential threats to humanity, reads one hundred seconds to twelve. That’s the closest we’ve
               been to Armageddon since the Clock started tracking these things in 1947. The 2020 United Nations Climate Report gave us a
               decade to figure out the planet or face increasingly severe consequences. Geopolitics, extreme weather, famine, refugees,
               war, superviruses, cyberterrorism, and existential despair clog our newsfeeds and defy simple solutions (potentially Really Really Down).
            

            
            The smartest and best informed are the most freaked out. The rest of us flip-flop between feeling anxious and pretending it’s
               not happening. But if we can focus, there’s a solid shot at redemption on the other side of that descent—a chance for the
               biggest Happily Ever After ever.
            

            
            Buckminster Fuller might have said it best when he described a future that works “for 100% of humanity, in the shortest possible
               time, through spontaneous cooperation, without ecological offense or the disadvantage of anyone.” That sounds like a pretty
               good Up to shoot for.
            

            
            There’s one important catch, though: The second half of our Cinderella story is 100 percent up for grabs. Who gets to write
               those final chapters is writing for all of us, and our children. And their children. So whether it’s pumpkins or princes,
               disaster or happily ever after—all depends on what we do next.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
The Centre Cannot Hold

         
         
            Exponential Everything

            It wasn’t until the autumn of 2018 that it finally hit me, though I should have seen it coming long before that.

            
            I had flown into Johannesburg to give a talk at a summit dedicated to “Future Proofing Africa.” As I sat in the audience listening
               to speakers describe the plight of that continent, its challenges and opportunities, I was alternately inspired and confused—inspired
               by the inventiveness of programs to bring solar and wind power to crowded townships, or ways to use nanotechnologies to make
               drinking water out of clouds and seawater. But also confused. Confused by the dissonance of a Californian woman excitedly
               describing a project to help illiterate villagers in central Africa build robots, and a ponytailed Cambridge researcher describing
               the promise of reversing aging so we could live forever.
            

            
            What on earth did subsistence farmers need with robots? And in a world struggling to provide the basics to more people than
               ever, how was indefinite life extension for a fortunate few really the best move on humanity’s chess board?
            

            
            Surely these projects skipped a few steps on Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs—straight from survival to transcendence, with barely a pause in the meaty middle of the stack—where most people have always lived and died. 

            
            I scanned the program to see what else to expect. Exponential education—distributed virtual learning that could reach kids
               anywhere with a Wi-Fi connection. Exponential biology—gene-editing CRISPR tools to splice DNA and accelerate evolution. Exponential
               transportation—autonomous ride sharing apps and drone ’copter taxis to bypass the gridlock of our commutes. Exponential data—quantum
               computing and faster-than-light self-teaching algorithms that know what we want before we do. Exponential economics—virtual
               currencies to provide start-up capital to micro entrepreneurs and eliminate taxation.
            

            
            But in all of that frothy, exciting future, where everything was just about to hit the hockey-stick curve of exponential acceleration,
               something critical was missing—and that something was exponential meaning. If these experts were to be believed, everything we’ve known about the human experience—hundreds of thousands of years of
               primate evolution and human culture—was about to be eclipsed by the sheer G-force of accelerating change. As Harvard biologist
               E. O. Wilson once put it, “We have paleolithic emotions, medieval institutions, and god-like technology.” But no one was offering
               advice on how to make sense of it all.
            

            
            Sitting in a Big Ideas conference like that one, where everyone is focused on large-scale visionary change and developments
               you’ve barely heard of are confidently identified as solutions to everything from poverty to cancer, it’s almost impossible
               not to get swept up in the sheer audacity and optimism of it all. Steven Pinker was right! you think to yourself. The great Enlightenment Experiment of the last three centuries is going swimmingly, despite the Cassandras
               and the naysayers. Literacy and nutrition are up. War and disease are down. All signs point to an underreported but undeniable
               upward arc to human progress. Fully automated luxury-space communism beckons, even if we don’t know precisely how we’re going
               to get there from here.
            

            
            Things, you’d be right to conclude, are undoubtedly getting exponentially better.

            
            But then, after getting home, you scroll through your news feed and get hit with the overwhelm of a world in crisis: fires in the Arctic, the Amazon, and Malibu. Pandemics ravaging the globe. Refugees scrambling from Syria, Venezuela, or wherever is unluckiest next. Ebola. COVID. Populism. Terrorism. Sexism. Racism. All the isms. All the time. 

            
            Things, you’d be heartless to ignore, are undoubtedly getting exponentially worse.

            
            As E. B. White, the author of the children’s classic Charlotte’s Web, once reflected, “I arise in the morning torn between a desire to improve (or save) the world and a desire to enjoy (or savor)
               the world. This makes it hard to plan the day.”
            

            
            Trying to map, plot, and plan for a world that feels like a tangled braid of conflicting and compounding exponential curves
               is crazy-making on the best of days. It’s the kind of multivariable calculus that most of us bombed in high school. We’re
               not any better at it now.
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            Two curves in particular are intersecting right now—we can call them the Coming Alive arc and the Staying Alive arc.

            
            The Coming Alive arc starts on the bottom left and curves happily up and to the right. It’s all about personal and cultural fulfillment, and the possibilities that were getting so much airtime at that exponential conference. If life were a picnic at the beach, this curve would include what to pack, who to invite, and where to unfurl your blanket for the best view possible. 

            
            The Staying Alive curve starts high up on the left and plummets downward as it moves across the graph. It’s not nearly so
               rosy. If life were a picnic at the beach, this curve would include noticing the water getting sucked out to sea, watching
               all the animals fleeing to higher ground, and possibly checking your blaring phone to read the tsunami warning.
            

            
            Coming Alive is timeless, optimistic, and focused on maximizing choices—savoring the world. Staying Alive is time-bound, pessimistic,
               and focused on dwindling choices—saving the world. Right now, we seem to be caught smack-dab at their intersection. And that
               can make it hard to plan our days.
            

            
         
         
            The Edifice Complex

            It’s not just that the world is changing exponentially and our ability to make sense isn’t keeping up. It’s that we’re witnessing
               a collapse of meaning altogether. We experience that gap every day as uncertainty, anxiety, and confusion. Even our most familiar
               and trusted landmarks can’t tell us which way is up anymore.
            

            
            In April 2019 the famed Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris caught fire. France declared a national emergency. President Emmanuel
               Macron tweeted furiously and mobilized resources. Within days of containing the blaze, the think pieces came. Some reflected
               that the firefighters’ courage and pledges from luxury brands like LVMH and Saint-Laurent were a testament to the national
               spirit of the French. Others felt differently. They wondered aloud if the abuse scandals that had been rocking the Church
               were finally catching up to it and that the collapse of Notre Dame foreshadowed the collapse of the institution itself.
            

            
            If the Notre Dame fire was accidental in its symbolism, the 2001 collapse of the Twin Towers in New York’s financial district was not. Al-Qaeda deliberately targeted those buildings because they represented the economic center of Western power. The vulnerability of those iconic skyscrapers sent shock waves through the world. When the towers fell, America’s sense of security collapsed with them. 

            
            This broader idea of how our buildings enshrine our beliefs is helpful as we consider our current crisis in meaning. We all
               suffer from some version of the “Edifice Complex,” where the institutions that are most prominent in a given time and place
               also reflect our values. They tell us at a glance exactly who’s in charge and what we care about the most.
            

            
            Back in the age of empires, pharaohs built pyramids and kings constructed castles, enshrining their divine right to rule.
               In the medieval era, monasteries and cathedrals loomed large across Europe, reflecting the power of the Church. With the emergence
               of the nation-state in the eighteenth century, capitols and courthouses took center stage in urban plans and skylines. By
               the twentieth century and the age of corporations, skyscrapers towered above everything—monuments to the barons and banks
               that built them. Today, silicon campuses designed by celebrity architects claim the spotlight. Power has now been harnessed
               in the physical world by those who invented our virtual ones.
            

            
            But while the Twin Towers and Notre Dame are examples of the Edifice Complex in crisis—times where the cracks in our culture
               have shown up as literal cracks in our foundations—in reality, we’re seeing the collapse of Benign and Divine Authority nearly
               everywhere we look. And it’s not just in the monuments we make to power and prominence. It’s in the institutions themselves.
            

            
            *  *  *

            In 2008, as storied firms like Bear Stearns and Lehman Brothers went belly-up, no one clearly understood why the market had
               collapsed so suddenly or so thoroughly. Politicians grabbed screen time tut-tutting greedy middle-class consumers who’d bitten
               off more McMansion than they could chew. By the time the postmortems like Michael Lewis’s The Big Short came out, it was clear that at institutions like Goldman Sachs there was more self-dealing, more foreknowledge, and more
               disregard than most people would have thought possible.
            

            
            If we believed that sort of thing, as terrible as it was, got cleared up with the passage of “never again” reform legislation like the Dodd-Frank Act, we were wrong there too—it just went underground. And overseas. In Singapore, the 1MDB scandal siphoned billions of dollars into boondoggle projects, Hollywood movie financing, and outright embezzlement, toppling a prime minister as it came undone. It, too, was overseen by the gentlemen bankers of Goldman Sachs. 

            
            The infamous Gupta brothers, in partnership with Jacob Zuma and the global consultancy firm McKinsey, bled the South African
               treasury of nearly $7 billion. That prompted a crash in the Rand and a crisis in power that threaten the gains of Nelson Mandela’s
               improbably hopeful transition out of apartheid.
            

            
            “The firm’s willingness to work with despotic governments and corrupt business empires is the logical conclusion of seeking
               profit at all costs,” an anonymous McKinsey staffer wrote in a widely circulated internal post. “[If you believe that capitalism’s]
               continued practice poses an existential threat to governments, the biosphere, and poor people the world over, then the firm’s
               role is that of a coconspirator to a crime in which we are all victims.”
            

            
            On its surface, these incidents of corruption between politicians and financiers aren’t remarkable—they’re only the latest
               in an uninterrupted history of well-manicured hands caught in the cookie jar. To that recent tally you can add the list of
               billionaire family offices, private equity–backed companies, libertarian think tanks, and megachurches that skimmed the till
               of the $4 trillion disaster bailouts during the COVID pandemic in 2020. And we shouldn’t overlook the list of global banks
               implicated in over $2 trillion of money laundering for Russian oligarchs and criminal syndicates that also recently grabbed
               headlines. Things like this shouldn’t happen, but they do. All the time.
            

            
            With Goldman Sachs and McKinsey (and Deutsche Bank and Wells Fargo and many others) called out in recent scandals, the scale
               of impropriety threatens to undermine the promise of liberal globalism altogether.
            

            
            If we’ve been goading the entire developing world to invest in infrastructure, take on debt, demonstrate democracy, and stamp out corruption, only to rob them blind through the very mechanism we promised was going to be their salvation, then we’re going to have some pretty disenchanted neighbors. 

            
            Joseph Stiglitz, the Nobel Prize–winning economist and former chief economist at the World Bank, knows how our global system
               works better than most. His conclusions are stark. “The simultaneous waning of confidence in neoliberalism and in democracy
               is no coincidence or mere correlation. Neoliberalism has undermined democracy for 40 years. . . . The numbers are in: growth
               has slowed and the fruits of that growth went overwhelmingly to a very few at the top.”
            

            
            *  *  *

            It’s not just the bankers of Wall Street who have come under fire. That utopia of relentless optimism, Silicon Valley—where
               every app, start-up, and venture capitalist is earnestly committed to “Making the World a Better Place”—has lost its shine
               too. In the wake of the dot-com crash in 2001, the FAANG stocks (Facebook, Apple, Amazon, Netflix, Google) wired up our world
               in a way it had never been before.
            

            
            We got drunk with the giddy wonder of what was possible in this new age of innovation. Googly Googlers pedaled colorful bikes
               and touted a company slogan of “Don’t Be Evil” (since deleted). The Facebook, started at first as an elite digital directory
               for Ivy Leaguers, opened up so the rest of us (even Grandma!) could cyberstalk old crushes and Photoshop our lives.
            

            
            The addictive ease of Amazon One Click shipping laid waste to small businesses and urban cores, even as sweatshop fulfillment
               centers across the country paid minimum-wage employees to get it to our doorstep in forty-eight hours or less (or else). It
               was all so good, so diverting, and so convenient, we didn’t care. “Move fast and break things!” Zuck encouraged us. We believed
               impossibly that all that creative destruction would somehow work out for the best.
            

            
            By 2016, that had all begun to change. First, the scandals of election interference in the U.K. Brexit vote and the U.S. presidential election shattered our understanding of social media platforms and their hidden downsides—how the likes of Cambridge Analytica had weaponized millions of Facebook accounts to serve up highly targeted and deliberately divisive messaging. At first it wasn’t clear how negligent Facebook had been or how much of an edge case Cambridge Analytica really was. Had Facebook been pimping out our most intimate details to its third-party developers all along? What had Cambridge Analytica done in bad faith vs. with full permission? 

            
            Now it almost doesn’t seem to matter. Democracy hasn’t recovered from the outcomes of our last two elections or the implications
               of what’s to come. It survived civil war, the Nazis, and the Soviets, only to be undone by AdWords and Twitter.
            

            
            Suddenly the hands-off Free Speech approach of all these Silicon Valley platforms seemed woefully inadequate. When measured
               against deliberate efforts to game their algorithms and hack civil society, their conveniently libertarian approach seemed
               more negligent than principled—especially as they collected billions in advertising revenue from all sides. Facebook experienced
               mass walkouts in the summer of 2020 as staff protested CEO Mark Zuckerberg’s seeming indifference to refereeing inaccurate
               and divisive political ads on their platform. Atlas, now wearing a hoodie and Allbirds sneakers, just shrugged.
            

            
            In the past couple of years the cognitive dissonance has all become too much—even for those smack-dab in the middle of the
               hype. Dissent on the Google campus rose to a fever pitch—first sparked by a few conservative “brogrammers” declaring that
               they felt censured and ostracized for their right-of-center beliefs. Then women employees protested a pervasive culture of
               sexual impropriety and high-dollar exit packages for handsy senior executives. Finally, conscientious objectors became alarmed
               by the company’s move to reenter China with censored search, by murky contracts to sell AI facial recognition to the Pentagon
               for use in drone warfare, and the unceremonious exit of one of its most prominent ethicists.
            

            
            For Googlers raised on “Don’t Be Evil,” the lines between the good guys and the bad were getting increasingly blurred. By the summer of 2019 a New York Times article declared “Silicon Valley Goes to Therapy” as six-figure tech workers belatedly realized all-you-can-eat arugula and
               sushi weren’t enough to quell the increasing queasiness they were feeling.
            

            
            *  *  *

            Even our faith in those professionals who have dedicated their lives to the Hippocratic oath—Primum non nocere or “first, do no harm”—hasn’t come out unscathed. Starting in the 1980s and accelerating over the next two decades, doctors
               began freely prescribing and then grossly overprescribing synthetic opioids like OxyContin. That paved the way for a full-blown
               opioid epidemic that has become the largest public health crisis of the twenty-first century. One pharmacy in a small town
               in Appalachia prescribed nine million tablets of OxyContin to a population of four hundred people. The DEA and other federal
               enforcement organizations bafflingly did nothing while Purdue Pharma raked in record-breaking profits.
            

            
            Today, 80 percent of heroin addicts started out with a prescription for OxyContin. Add to that an equally destructive but
               less reported epidemic of benzodiazepines (a class of sedatives that includes Valium, Xanax, and Klonopin), and the routine
               over-prescription of amphetamines like Ritalin and Adderall, and it’s hard not to second-guess our patient-doctor relationships.
               Systematic analysis by The Lancet reported over twenty million incidents of “iatrogenic illness” worldwide—a mouthful of a term that basically means “your doctor
               really screwed up and made things worse.”
            

            
            This collapse in faith in the medical establishment has had backlash effects too. In the midst of the 2020 COVID pandemic,
               formerly above-the-fray organizations like the Centers for Disease Control and World Health Organization came under intense
               and divisive scrutiny. Questions on their loyalty and objectivity ricocheted around social media and halls of power, massively
               hampering a coordinated response to a global health crisis.
            

            
            *  *  *

            Political scientists Roberto Foa and Yascha Mounk have found that nearly half of American citizens lack faith in democracy
               and more than one-third of young high-income earners actually favor army rule. “Young people today,” Derek Thompson writes
               in The Atlantic, “commit crimes at historically low rates and have attended college at historically high rates. They have done everything
               right, sprinting at full speed while staying between the white lines, and their reward for historic conscientiousness is this:
               less ownership, more debt, and an age of existential catastrophe. . . . Why in the name of family, God, or country would such
               a person lust for ancient affiliations? As the kids say, #BurnItAllDown.”
            

            
            As things get exponentially worse and exponentially better at the same time, and our heads spin making sense of it, the collapse
               in Benign Authority of government, business, medicine, and academia has left us without reference points to steer by. But
               it’s not just Benign Authority that’s been collapsing. As Notre Dame’s flames foreshadowed, Divine Authority has too.
            

            
         
         
            The End of Faith

            In the spring of 2007 in a stylish town house in Washington, D.C., the Four Horsemen gathered for what was to be their first
               and only meeting. The home belonged to Christopher Hitchens, journalist, pundit, and author of that year’s God Is Not Great—a comprehensive breakdown of all the bad things done in the name of divinity. The other three attending were Richard Dawkins,
               the famous evolutionary biologist, author of The Selfish Gene, and the father of the concept of “memes”; Daniel Dennett, a preeminent cognitive neuroscientist and author of Breaking the Spell; and a fresh-faced youngster named Sam Harris, who’d just published the bestselling The End of Faith. While Hitchens pointed his dry wit and commentary toward all kinds of faith, including Buddhism and neo-paganism, Harris took particular issue with Islam and its apparent connection to the violence that had engulfed the world since 9/11. Although each thinker differed in emphasis, they could all agree on one thing: Religion, at its very roots, was a superstitious throwback, doomed to promote suffering and perpetuate ignorance. 

            
            Believing in virgin births or martyrs’ paradise, or a world divided into the saved and the damned, these skeptics insisted,
               was incompatible with modernity, common sense, and reason. At best, they argued, it was infantilizing. At worst, it provided
               justification for all sorts of horror. The time for Blind Faith was up, they agreed. These Four Horsemen of the New Atheism,
               as they were soon called, were only too happy to celebrate the End of Faith.
            

            
            Their timing was good. Demographics bore them out. From the early nineties well into this century, religiosity in America
               and Western Europe was waning dramatically. Attendance (and with it, revenue and impact) dropped. Churches shuttered or downsized.
               Dedicated lifers still attended (the blue-haired church ladies and their ilk), but the younger generations weren’t showing
               up to take their place. The only nominal growth for Catholicism could be found in the developing world. But in the home countries
               of Europe and the United States, things were looking increasingly bleak for mainstream Christianity.
            

            
            By 2015, the Pew Center posted a momentous survey—for the first time in history, the spiritual-but-not-religious, a.k.a. the
               “Nones,” had surpassed all other organized denominations to become not only the largest but the fastest-growing category of
               belief in the United States.
            

            
            The reasons this happened so suddenly are complicated. Social scientists tracked a confluence of events—ranging from the fall
               of the Soviet Union (and with it, the stigma associated with identifying with “godless” atheism), to the rise of the Moral
               Majority, which left those uncomfortable with the blurring of church and state seeking more neutral ground. And finally, there
               was the fire that sparked Sam Harris into action on September 11, 2001—the sudden and violent ascendance of jihadi Islam onto
               the world stage. Identifying as a nonbeliever, for the first time in history, seemed less rebellious or reactionary than simply
               reasonable.
            

            
            Scholars of religion, meanwhile, explained sagging faith in different terms. Some focused on the growing divide between church doctrine and social issues, like women clergy, birth control, and gay marriage, that had not kept pace with changing attitudes in their congregants. Other researchers have identified the burgeoning spiritual marketplace, ranging from Oprah to Tony Robbins to A Course in Miracles, all offering alternate sources for solace, insight, and instruction. Eat, Pray, Love, after all, only cost fifteen bucks, and Elizabeth Gilbert felt guilty so you didn’t have to. Church no longer had a corner
               on the market for inspiration and redemption.
            

            
            But the New Atheists’ reports of the Death of Belief were slightly exaggerated. The Four Horsemen were only half right. While
               the “reasonable” might have been stepping away from orthodox belief, many others were finding themselves pushed to the edges.
               Lacking anywhere else to center themselves, fundamentalism and nihilism were picking up the stragglers.
            

            
            While mainline Protestantism and Catholicism were seeing significant drops in attendance, Evangelical megachurches have been
               booming. They offer a uniquely American mash-up of positive thinking and the Gospel of Wealth. These transdenominational churches
               encourage congregants to abandon traditional values of poverty, humility, and service in favor of dreaming their #BestLife.
               Stage lights, amplified “praise music,” Jumbotrons, and Jesus Rock. The old Catholic standbys of penance, “smells and bells,”
               never stood a chance.
            

            
            Despite the leather-jacketed hipster pastors (a genre GQ skewered as “the New Hype Priests”), the doctrinal messaging has remained remarkably conservative. One of the hallmarks of
               the evangelical movement is literalism—that every word in the Bible is divinely inspired and nonnegotiably true. And while
               the most outdated mandates are overlooked (like stoning adulterous wives, or mastering slaves, or salting your enemies’ fields),
               a large chunk of the moral code in these churches stems from word-for-word interpretation of ancient texts.
            

            
            Rather than meeting in the middle and trying to adapt beliefs for a rapidly changing and modernizing world, these evangelical churches have found that doubling down on tradition (even within a self-consciously contemporary presentation) has been a surprisingly effective way to grow their reach. Awash in a sea of uncertainty, it seems that many would-be believers are happy to have a solid rock to cling to. 

            
            *  *  *

            For seekers repelled by the tenets of fundamentalism but overwhelmed by uncertainty and complexity, the moderate middle isn’t
               always enough to hold them. Those not drawn to the promise of the all-in-one Megachurch don’t always end up where Harris and
               Hitchens would have imagined—in the realm of reason and rationality. They often drift to the other extreme and fall into nihilism
               instead.
            

            
            Pew and Gallup don’t survey this particular group of the unchurched and unbelieving. But public health officials do, and their
               findings are sobering. Diseases of despair—anxiety, depression, suicide—are rampant. One in six Americans takes psychiatric
               medications just to cope with the banality of modern life. To put this in harsh relief, the World Health Organization reports
               that more people today kill themselves than die from all wars and natural disasters combined. Think of all the hurricanes, floods, and fires and all the civil wars, terrorism, and military conflict that inundate our
               news feeds. Put together, they don’t match the number of people choosing to leave this world because they cannot bear it any
               longer.
            

            
            “We’re the middle children of history, man,” the ultimate nihilist character, Tyler Durden, explains in Fight Club. “No purpose or place. We have no Great War. No Great Depression. Our Great War is a spiritual war, our Great Depression
               is our lives.”
            

            
            Meaning 1.0—organized religion—has collapsed, the disconnected and disaffected have realized. But for them, a retreat to the
               fundamentalism of the faithful remains an unconvincing antidote to a hypermodern and cynical world. But Meaning 2.0—modernism—hasn’t
               exactly panned out either. “We’ve all been raised on television to believe that one day we’d all be millionaires, and movie
               gods, and rock stars,” Durden continues. “But we won’t. And we’re slowly learning that fact. And we’re very, very pissed off.”
               For the frustrated middle children of history, nihilism—the view that none of this matters—is their refuge of last resort.
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            That tracks with what Nietzsche said over a century ago, when he famously pronounced God dead. Atheists interpreted that as vindication of their nonbelief. Closer readings suggest something more nuanced, and relevant for today. 

            
            For sure, Nietzsche was arguing that the reason and logic of the French Enlightenment and scientific revolution had replaced
               blind faith. But, he said, there are profound social consequences to lobbing the Baby Jesus out with all that backward-ass
               bathwater.
            

            
            “When one gives up the Christian faith,” Nietzsche cautioned, “one pulls the right to Christian morality out from under one’s
               feet. This morality is by no means self-evident. . . . Christianity is a system, a whole view of things thought out together.
               By breaking one main concept out of it, the faith in God, one breaks the whole” [emphasis added].
            

            
            Jonathan Haidt, New York University philosopher and author of The Coddling of the American Mind, agrees. “A part of being human is believing in gods and worshipping and having a sense of the sacred. And I think we have
               a need, we have a hole in our heart . . . it needs to be filled by something—and if you leave it empty [people] don’t just
               feel an emptiness. A society that has no sense of the sacred is one in which you’ll have a lot of anomie, normlessness, loneliness,
               hopelessness.”
            

            
            So the Four Horsemen of the New Atheism didn’t get it exactly right. To be certain, the edifice of mainline religion—Meaning 1.0—has collapsed, but secularism—Meaning 2.0—hasn’t been enough to hold the center in its place. As things fall apart, we’ve seen a migration to the extremes of fundamentalist beliefs on one hand and a drift toward nihilism on the other. And for those stuck in the moderate middle, identifying as “spiritual but not religious”? The Nones have no particular place to go. 

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
Stop Making Sense
A Lexicon for the Eschaton

         
         
            eschaton

            /ˈeskəˌtän/
            

            Noun: the final event in the divine plan; the end of the world.
            


            eschatothesia 

            /.e-skə-tä-ˈthē-zhə /

            Noun: a feeling of some huge event in the near future we are approaching: the end of an aeon, a marker in time after which nothing
               will be the same.
            

           
         

         
         If we’re going to talk constructively about the End of Days, we should probably define our terms. When most of us consider
            bigtimescarybadstuff happening in the near or distant future, we often use words like Apocalypse, Armageddon, or Rapture interchangeably.
         

         
         But in reality, they’re distinct. Understanding those distinctions is an essential first step in developing our eschatological
            literacy.
         

         
         First, the Apocalypse. In the ancient Greek, apocalypsis means “the unveiling or revealing.” As we’re experiencing the collapse in both Benign and Divine Authority, and questioning the dictates of both traditional religion and modern liberalism, there are all sorts of hidden truths that are being revealed. Not all are comforting, but they’re necessary if we hope to develop an informed capacity to act. 

         
         Next, Armageddon. That’s a contraction of the Hebrew Har Megiddo and refers to the mountain outside the Israeli town of Haifa. There, believers wait for the ultimate showdown between Good
            and Evil. Once this battle starts we’re on the road to the final days of Judgment. There’s no going back for the quick or
            the dead.
         

         
         Lastly, Rapture. In its lowercase version, it means intense bliss or fulfillment. In its uppercase version, Rapture is a story
            of impending cataclysm for the many and the joyful redemption of the few. While it began as a religious belief about the End
            of Time, it has morphed into countless mutations since, both sacred and secular.
         

         
         It’s not too much of a stretch to suggest that we need very different responses to each of these three terms: We should hasten
            the Apocalypse—the unveiling—so that we can see and act more clearly on what is revealed. We should delay Armageddon because,
            after the War to End All Wars, it’s literally Game Over at that point. And we should recapture both uppercase and lowercase
            raptures, because solutions that only work for a tiny fraction of us wreak havoc for the rest, and we’re going to need to
            be at our absolute best to pull this off.
         

         
         The first half of this chapter deliberately accelerates our apocalyptic thinking—helping us strip away distortions and misconceptions
            to see the future as clearly as possible. As we try to guess what the future holds, there are no singular perspectives or
            conclusions to assert. It’s too complicated and rapidly shifting for that. But we can at least adopt the stance that a more
            considered position is better than a less considered position. Think of what follows as a choose-your-own-adventure Mad Libs
            for the Apocalypse. Mad(Max) Libs for short.
         

         
         The second half of the chapter seeks to forestall Armageddon—taking a look at our increasingly volatile culture wars by exploring both the neurochemistry and psychology behind them. At a time when we all need to be rallying together, we’ve never felt more apart. Understanding the dynamics of unity and dissent is essential if we stand a chance of recapturing the Rapture and finding functional outcomes for everyone. 

         
         
            A Knee-Jerk Response

            In 1847, Ignaz Semmelweis, a doctor at Vienna’s General Hospital, noticed something important about the women and children
               he treated in the maternity ward. They died. Distressingly often. Semmelweis wondered if all of the autopsies he and his colleagues
               performed on cadavers were somehow contaminating the next group of children and mothers they attended. So he developed a handwashing
               solution of chlorine and lime for physicians to rinse with between seeing patients. It worked. Infections dropped to below
               1 percent on his ward.
            

            
            But, among the other doctors, the reception was less kind. His colleagues mocked him, refusing to believe on principle that
               a gentleman’s hands could spread disease. Semmelweis himself could only offer up the vague concept of “cadaverous contamination”
               to justify his protocol (this was several decades before the formal articulation of germ theory). The stress drove Semmelweis
               to a nervous breakdown. A bitter colleague had him committed to a lunatic asylum, where he was beaten by guards, and died
               of an infection that his very own handwashing technique would have prevented.
            

            
            But Semmelweis’s legacy lives on, and not just in the grudging adoption of surgical hygiene. He’s also shaped the cognitive
               sciences, where the Semmelweis reflex—the idea that we habitually and often violently reject new evidence or new knowledge
               because it runs so counter to our preexisting articles of faith—has become a standby on the list of common cognitive biases.
            

            
            Our cognitive biases hamper our ability to predict with any degree of certainty what’s going to happen next. That’s because
               the Semmelweis reflex kicks us out of accepting what is staring us in the face. We can’t wrap our head around it because it
               runs so counter to everything we hold to be self-evidently true.
            

            
            Someone broke our dashboard. At this point we’re flying blind.

            
            *  *  *

            While we are experiencing a breakdown in our ability to forecast the future, there’s one thing that’s almost certain—the next
               fifty years is going to bear little to no resemblance to the past fifty years. And that simple fact scrambles our gauges.
            

            
            The soothsayers of Silicon Valley, like Peter Diamandis and Ray Kurzweil, chalk our confusion up to the exponential expansion
               that is rapidly coming our way—retina displays, quantum computing, gene editing, and cyborgs. We can’t predict the future,
               they say, because it is going to be so exponentially different from the past. And while that may be true, in ways that will
               likely surprise even the most devout futurists, there’s another even more basic explanation.
            

            
            It’s not just that this coming half-century will bear so little resemblance to the last one. It’s that the last half-century
               bears so little resemblance to almost any other time and place in human history itself that’s confusing us. Coming out of
               World War II, the past fifty-odd years were an anomaly all their own. Three generations of Americans have been living in a
               bubble. So if you’re a baby boomer, Gen Xer, or millennial, and you’re looking around for reference points and precedents
               to try to orient yourself around, it’s crucial to recalibrate what was so unusual about the times we grew up in first.
            

            
            That fluky period was so unique that historians even gave it a name—Pax Americana—or “American Peace.” It began in the rubble
               of post–World War II Europe and Japan and witnessed the ascendance of the United States as a preeminent political, economic,
               and cultural force. The United States was lucky to fight all its wars overseas. Both its enemies and allies were bombed into
               ruin. When it came time to convert the factories churning out B-17 bombers into assembly lines turning out tail-finned Cadillacs,
               American industry was ready. When farms pumping out beef to feed the GIs converted to producing cheap meat for drive-in burger
               stands, McDonald’s was born.
            

            
            Publishing magnate Henry Luce called it early in the game when he claimed in a 1941 editorial in Life magazine that the next era was to be the American Century: “The Greeks, the Romans, the English and the French had their
               eras,” he said, “and now it was ours.”
            

            
            The Cuban Missile Crisis was the closest direct conflict ever got to the United States’ own backyard. With the briefest of exceptions on 9/11, Americans have always felt safe on their own soil. Six trillion dollars of military might and fifteen years of sustained operations in Afghanistan and Iraq took place entirely “over there.” Wartime hardship, for most Americans today, amounts to taking off their shoes at airport security. 

            
            The entire world that baby boomers, Generation X, and millennials have grown up in (especially in the United States, but by
               extension in other developed countries) could be chalked up to random chance just as much as any Manifest Destiny. If you
               grew up in the former Soviet Union and lived through the fall of the Iron Curtain, or lived in South Africa and experienced
               its transition from apartheid, or called the cosmopolitan city of Kabul home, only to see it descend into decades of violence,
               you’d have no trouble imagining the unimaginable. That’s just life, and the disorienting experience of being swept up in the
               broad currents of history. “The best laid schemes o’ Mice and Men,” the poet Robert Burns reminds us, often end badly.
            

            
            Replay the American Experiment a thousand times on a computer simulation, and many of the truths we hold to be self-evident
               turn out to be not much more than good luck and timing. Like Shelley’s optimistic King Ozymandias, we might overestimate how
               our past dominance will translate to future prominence. Our Magic Kingdom of Disneyfied abundance might turn out to be a castle
               made of sand, after all.
            

            
         
         
            Mad(Max) Libs

            That doesn’t mean we have to give up making predictions of any kind. It just means we need to bring some basic logic to how
               we consider the road ahead, and what some of the more or less likely scenarios might be.
            

            
            When farmers, foresters, and civil engineers are deciding when to plant, what to cut, or where to build, they estimate the likelihood of droughts, floods, and fires happening once every ten, hundred, or thousand years. A hundred-year flood or fire, for instance, has a 1 percent likelihood of occurring in any given year. 

            
            Then they figure out what to do, balanced against their willingness to tolerate a repeat disaster. Those kinds of weather
               events leave evidence behind them. Extreme dry spells, high-water marks, and burn deposits are traceable. They give us some
               sense of predictability where we might otherwise be limited by what we can guess from right here, right now. This helps counter
               those cognitive biases that skew us toward a present-tense focus.
            

            
            Lately, once-in-a-hundred-year events have been happening several times a decade. We’re needing to update our predictions.
               But even though our old benchmarks aren’t holding like they used to, the process of updating them is essential. “Plans,” said
               Winston Churchill, “are worthless. But planning is priceless.”
            

            
            While we won’t be able to predict exactly what is going to happen, we can

            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
         
         
            BBQ Your Sacred Cows

            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
         
         
            Identity Politics and the Infinite Game
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