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For Katy and Luca





“Not knowing is not so bad. The point is to be looking, searching, to stay hungry. Right?”

—Céline, Before Sunset1






Introduction

The Art of Not Knowing
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It was one of those January days in Manhattan when the cold cuts straight to the bone. Wearing an oversized coat, Connie Williams stepped into the greasy spoon in Chelsea where she was meeting her husband, Andrew, for brunch. The couple had been together for seventeen years, married for ten. This would be the last meal they would share for a while.

Connie and Andrew had been growing apart for months, but then again, their relationship had thrived on distance. When they first met, Andrew had been spending six months of the year running programs in Asia for the nonprofit where they both worked. He would sweep into New York like a gust off the Hudson, then, just as quickly, jet back to Jakarta or Jaipur.

Connie worked at the nonprofit’s headquarters after brief stints at radio stations and alt-weeklies. As a twenty-four-year-old recent New York transplant, she let the buzz of the city carry her from dive bar to pizza joint to gallery opening, grateful to be out of the small New England towns of her youth.

One Saturday, Andrew and Connie both happened to be in the office. They chatted for a few minutes at the coffee bar—first about the weather, then about music. Later that afternoon, Andrew stopped by Connie’s desk to ask if she’d show him the record shop in the Village she’d mentioned. They walked downtown and swapped stories from their past. Andrew was ten years her senior. In the 1980s, he had worked as a DJ in Japan. Connie had been in high school.

After dating for a decade, the two got married. But even after tying the knot, they spent a fair amount of time living apart. Andrew took a job working for the Obama transition team in Washington, DC, while Connie worked as a creative director for an ad agency in Vancouver. Each considered themselves comfortable with ambiguity. Connie’s professional bio claimed she had “never met a ‘what if?’ not worth tangling with,” and Andrew had made a career of showing up to places he’d never been. They were the type of people who felt equally at home on a solo backpacking trip and at a black-tie banquet. They circled each other until their orbits temporarily aligned and then shot off like comets.

The distance worked, until it didn’t. For most of their time together, Connie had been happy to follow Andrew’s lead. He had his shit together, which was part of what attracted her to him. But Connie wondered whether she was starting to outgrow his conception of her. He still sees me as this punk-ass kid, Connie thought.

Andrew also felt them drifting apart, but he wasn’t sure what had changed. They obviously loved each other. Their atypical arrangement had seemed like a source of strength. It was almost unimaginable to picture their lives without one another. Together, they sought out couples counseling from the famed psychotherapist Esther Perel. After two two-hour sessions, Perel saw that at the heart of their conflict was an old narrative of who they were to each other—guardian and guarded—and a lack of willingness to shift to one of equals. Something needed to change.

Over eggs and toast at the diner in Chelsea, Connie and Andrew devised a plan. What if they spent a year apart? Not a breakup, per se, but an experiment. They would call it The Year of Living Dangerously.

They wrote the terms of engagement on a waxy napkin: They were allowed to date other people, as long as they stayed safe. They would spend Thanksgiving and Christmas together (it would be too difficult to explain their arrangement to their folks). And exactly one year to the day, they would meet back at the same Ninth Avenue brunch spot to determine their fate.

Throughout the meal, excitement entwined with doubt about their plan. “Holy crap, are we really doing this?” Andrew asked. “What if this is a bad idea? What’s the point if we may not survive it?”

“The point isn’t to survive it,” Connie responded. “The point is to work out who we are without each other.”

In twelve months, they would find out.

HUMANS LOVE CERTAINTY. We love when people claim to know who will win the election, when the market will crash, or how the relationship will unfold. Economists, psychologists, and biologists1 have affirmed what we all know, that certainty feels good, and we are biologically wired to seek it. But in The Year of Living Dangerously, Connie and Andrew challenged the instinctual desire for certainty. Rather than just break up or carry on, they built a framework that allowed them to turn toward what they didn’t know.

Compared with other animals, humans have two traits that make certainty particularly alluring. First, our brains are prediction machines2. We constantly make guesses about what might come next, based on what came before. Certainty makes prediction easy. And when prediction is easy, we feel secure. It’s the reason we enjoy music3 based on repeating patterns, when we can anticipate what’s to come.

Second, humans are one of the few animals4 that can plan for the future. Even animal behavior that seems to be the result of planning—like birds migrating south or squirrels hoarding acorns—is the result of biological programming, not mental foresight5. Our capacity to plan for the future is a blessing and a curse. It allows us to create earthquake-resistant buildings and flu shots, to mentally time-travel and then reverse engineer our desired outcomes. But the same brain that lets us connect the world via a transcontinental railroad is also capable of laying mental tracks toward needless worry and incessant rumination. A mind’s capacity to predict, paired with an imagination that allows us to envision endless possibilities, can send us off the rails.

Still, the fact that we can never know exactly what tomorrow holds rarely stops us from trying. Looking for certainty about the future is one of humans’ oldest pastimes. From oracle bones in ancient China to augury in ancient Rome, we have long sought tools to divine what lies ahead. Today, we have entire professions—from astrologers to management consultants—devoted to managing uncertainty about the future. But even the experts aren’t very good at forecasting. Psychology professor Philip Tetlock evaluated two decades’ worth of predictions from government officials, journalists, academics, and so-called “superforecasters” before concluding that “the average expert was roughly as accurate as a dart-throwing chimpanzee.”6

Alas, we have no choice but to live with uncertainty, especially now. Our jobs and relationships can change at the drop of a hat. Climate change poses an existential threat. And artificial intelligence is undermining our ability to parse fact from fiction. According to the Economic Policy Uncertainty Index, an academic project that tracks global economic policy uncertainty, the five highest measurements of uncertainty7 since the study began collecting data in the 1980s have all occurred in the past five years.

Of course, history is full of uncertain eras. If you were a handloom weaver during the Industrial Revolution or living in Florence during the bubonic plague, you might question whether contemporary feelings of instability are noteworthy. But there are aspects of modern life that make uncertainty feel particularly distressing.

For one, our tolerance for uncertainty is decreasing. Access to limitless information has created the expectation that answers should be readily available. We track our children’s whereabouts as easily as we do crises around the world. We have more answers at our fingertips, and yet greater access to information often just fuels our anxiety. Research shows that the rise in uncertainty intolerance8, perhaps expectedly, is positively correlated with the rise of mobile phones and Internet usage. Our devices don’t just help us avoid uncertainty; they also heighten our distress by collapsing the distance between us and the world’s problems.

But our phones are not entirely to blame. There are also economic and cultural forces that undermine our ability to sit with the unknown. Young people in particular face unstable job markets, rising inequality, housing shortages, and a worsening climate crisis. Economic and environmental precarity make the future feel systemically unstable at a time when traditional anchors of stability in our lives—like religion, local community groups, and lifelong careers—are eroding. This has left us to navigate the uncertainty we face without much support or guidance.

Why is navigating uncertainty so hard? The answer is quite simple: Uncertainty can be incredibly uncomfortable. Research has found that professional uncertainty, for example9, takes a similar toll on our health to actually losing our jobs. (Just ask this journalist who has spent his career managing the near-constant threat of looming layoffs.)

In one study, research participants10 who had a 50 percent chance of receiving a painful electric shock felt far more stressed than those who knew they were definitely going to receive a shock. It’s somehow more comfortable to expect the worst than to deal with the worry of not knowing our fate. Our brains evolved to handle short bursts of stress and ambiguity—but not the relentless, ambient uncertainty many of us experience today.

As uncomfortable as it may be, uncertainty plays a valuable role in our lives. Just for a second, I want you to imagine a world without it: What if everything in your future was already decided? What if each of us were stuck on a conveyor belt, moving slowly toward a known destination on a known timeline? No movie would ever come without a spoiler. No first date would ever come with the butterflies of “maybe so.” Uncertainty gives our life texture. Without it, there would be no serendipity or surprise.

The more we build a tolerance for uncertainty, the more we can meet life’s questions with curiosity instead of fear. Studies suggest that individuals with higher uncertainty11 tolerance are often more creative and open-minded because they are more capable of enduring ambiguity. Those with lower uncertainty tolerance are more likely to accept misinformation as true12. Communities with higher uncertainty13 tolerance show greater resilience and collaboration across cultural differences because they are more receptive to new perspectives. And organizations with higher uncertainty14 tolerance tend to be more innovative and adaptable because of their willingness to take the type of risks that lead to breakthroughs.

We think that we gain credibility by projecting certainty. Putting aside the fact that certainty is often a fallacy—especially when it comes to anything that hasn’t happened yet—this approach isn’t actually the best way to earn trust. We have it backward: We assume unwavering confidence breeds credibility, when in fact, research shows that those who admit what they don’t know15 are perceived as more credible. The most effective leaders are not know-it-alls. They acknowledge their lack of certainty, accept their inability to control all outcomes, and yet they persist.

When we are able to face uncertainty and manage the anxiety, stress, and fear of not being sure, we open ourselves to discovery. Nearly every scientific discovery, world-changing business, and mind-expanding piece of art began with someone’s willingness to engage with the unknown. Yet our tendency when confronted with uncertainty is to avoid it. Raise your hand if, when confronted with something you didn’t know, you’ve ever immediately switched tasks or started mindlessly scrolling through social media. We try so hard to avoid the downsides of uncertainty that we miss out on its upsides—the potentially wonderful possibilities waiting on the other side.

The good news is that our uncertainty tolerance is not fixed. It’s a skill that can be learned and developed. A useful analogy comes from the world of sports. A study from the University of Heidelberg found that while athletes and nonathletes have the same pain threshold—the point at which they feel pain—athletes have a higher pain tolerance16, the amount of pain they are capable of bearing. The researchers found that this tolerance is built when athletes experience pain, confront limitations, and push through. Similarly, when we confront uncertainty and the discomfort it may trigger, we get better at coping with it. The goal of this book is to help you do so.

MY FIRST BOOK, The Good Enough Job, is about how work became so central to our lives. After its publication, I kept hearing some version of the same question from readers: How should I think about my career when the future feels so uncertain?

Whether driven by a recent layoff, economic precarity, or the threat of AI, the angst of uncertainty seems to plague us all. It certainly did for me. I had spent my twenties bouncing from industry to industry in search of stability and fulfillment. I worked in advertising, tech, journalism, and design all before my thirtieth birthday. When I started writing this book, I was trying to make it as a full-time author, living in one of the most expensive cities in the world with my first kid on the way. Uncertainty surrounded me—and I knew I wasn’t the only one.

Seeking stability amid the chaos, I began attending a weekly meditation group at the San Francisco Zen Center called Young Urban Zen. We would meditate for twenty minutes, followed by a short talk from one of the Center’s leaders. One week, the leader told a story about a monk and his teacher who meet in the woods. The teacher asks the student, “Where are you going?”

“I’m on a pilgrimage,” the student replies.

“What are you on a pilgrimage for?” asks the teacher.

“I’m not sure yet,” replies the student.

“Not knowing is most intimate,”17 says the teacher. (Cue one long ommm.)

“Intimate” may seem like a strange word to associate with not knowing. When I don’t know something, the thing I feel most intimate with is Google. But the teacher’s wisdom is that admitting what we don’t know brings us closer to the truth. When we are certain—when we assume, for example, we know exactly who someone is based on their political beliefs or exactly how our career will progress—we close our minds. But when we resist the urge for certainty, we allow ourselves to see the world as it is rather than as we wish it to be. By not presuming what the pilgrimage will teach him, the student opens his mind to what will emerge.

Admitting what we don’t know takes courage. Like the first student to raise their hand in class, it requires vulnerability—especially in a sea of people who seem to be sure. But not knowing is also the first step toward learning. The more comfortable we can become with uncertainty, the more gracefully we adapt to whatever comes our way.

Even if we have an intellectual understanding of the value of uncertainty, it’s easy to delude ourselves into thinking we are certain about what we don’t—or can’t—know. In a sense, the demand for certainty is both our deepest philosophical impulse and our most extreme form of madness. We all want to feel a sense of control over the future, even though the future remains fundamentally unknowable.

The chapters in this book explore what I call the three certainty traps—comfort, hubris, and control—and how they distort how we see the world. Comfort says, “Why risk what you have? Stay where it’s safe,” shielding us from new possibilities. Hubris says, “Don’t doubt. You know best,” blinding us to what we don’t know. Control says, “Plan everything. Leave nothing to chance,” keeping us from facing our limitations.

The good news is that on the flip side of each of these traps is a virtue that will help you thrive in an uncertain world. To practice the art of not knowing is to discard our illusions of certainty to create room for discovery. Embracing discomfort allows us to transform anxiety into openness. Admitting what we don’t know transforms hubris into humility. And relinquishing control transforms rigidity into acceptance. Cultivating these virtues is easier said than done, but picking up this book is a good start.

As for Connie and Andrew, one year after they agreed to their grand experiment, The Year of Living Dangerously, they returned to the diner. Rather than avoid the uncertainty of their relationship, they addressed it head-on. But to find out what happens next, you’ll have to practice not knowing and wait. Because first, we must understand why it’s so hard to let go of being sure.




Part 1



COMFORT




CHAPTER 1

The Allure of Being Sure


“The opposite of faith is not doubt, but certainty.”

—Anne Lamott1



[image: ]
Like many college freshmen, Kate Sweeny arrived on campus in search of friends. In high school, she’d known who she was. She was a dancer, a straight-A student, and a self-proclaimed church girl. Despite moving around a lot for her father’s job, she was very social and always had a large friend group. But when she arrived at Furman University, a historically Baptist liberal arts college in South Carolina, she felt stripped of the pillars of identity that had once defined her.

Kate knew only one person who had gone to Furman—a girl from her Florida hometown named Mary, who was four years her senior. Thankfully, Mary still lived near the campus and took Kate under her wing. On Kate’s second day of orientation, Mary invited her to a meeting for Campus Outreach, a Christian student group with chapters on college campuses around the country. Mary had been a member of the group at Furman and joined the organization’s full-time staff after she graduated.

That Wednesday, Kate walked to a house off campus to attend her first Campus Outreach meeting. The group leaders were funny and charismatic recent grads. Mary and the other leaders performed a spoof of the SNL Celebrity Jeopardy skit and led the group in icebreaker games and songs. There were Christian interludes—occasionally a member of the group would give their testimony of how they found Jesus—but for the most part, the Wednesday meetings were just a chance to hang out. They reminded Kate of her church group from high school. “Everyone seemed incredibly happy,” Kate told me. She had traveled far to a place where she didn’t know anyone, but with each Campus Outreach meeting she felt more like she fit in.

Kate started to get more involved with the organization. On Sundays, the group went to church and then met again in smaller “discipleship groups,” which were run by Campus Outreach staff or student leaders. They read scripture, prayed, and organized social events such as barbecues and movie nights. Some of the group’s norms did give Kate pause. For example, listening to secular music like the Counting Crows was discouraged, and couples vowed to limit physical contact to side hugs until they got engaged. For Kate, aspects of the group seemed a bit conservative—but she was happy to oblige if that was what it took to belong.

Campus Outreach members were required to commit fully to the organization and to demonstrate their commitment by convincing others to join. The more people you recruited, the more righteous you were. The leadership allowed Kate to be on the university dance team, which might have otherwise been considered sinful, only because it offered an opportunity to recruit potential new members.

Recruitment wasn’t just about growing Campus Outreach’s influence; it was about saving people’s souls. The group believed that unless you adhered to its strict Calvinist interpretation of Scripture, you were destined for hell. “The Baptist Student Union needed saving. The Methodists needed saving. Every other organization, even if it was ostensibly a very similar denomination to us, needed saving,” Kate told me. “And the only way to be saved was if you were part of our organization.”

In a word, Campus Outreach promised certainty. If you were a true believer and followed the rules, then there was a place for you—not just within Campus Outreach, but also in heaven. When Kate asked questions about reconciling two seemingly contradictory lines from the Bible or about why Campus Outreach did things in a certain way, the group’s leaders responded with the same line of Scripture: Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not lean on your own understanding. So Kate set aside her natural curiosity and deferred to the wisdom of her mentors. She was happy to cede some of her own agency for the community and comfort the group provided.

Campus Outreach even offered answers to unknowns beyond members’ lives on campus. By the end of four years at Furman, it was common for the organization to recommend which job each student should pursue after graduation and, in some cases, whom they should marry. Over time, Kate threw herself headlong into the group, prioritizing Campus Outreach over all other activities and relationships in her life. When I asked Kate when she felt like she might be in a cult, she echoed Hemingway’s famous line: “It’s kind of like going bankrupt. It happened slowly, and then all at once.”

PART 1 OF THIS BOOK is about the first certainty trap—comfort—and how our desire to stay comfortable keeps us from learning and growing. Although cults and cultlike organizations restrict and manipulate their members, they also offer their members a type of comfort. Whether the organization promises professional success, personal development, or, as in Campus Outreach, salvation, they sell a well-lit road to a better future.

The appeal is obvious: Rather than have to navigate the chaos and complexity of modern life, members buy a prescribed worldview off the rack. “A lot of the allure of Campus Outreach comes from safety and security—not only in this life, but in the afterlife,” a former Campus Outreach staff member told me. “When they tell you exactly what to do, you don’t have to question how to be a good person.” This clarity can feel comfortable—who wouldn’t want assurance that they’re heading in the right direction? But maintaining this veneer of certainty may incentivize Campus Outreach to protect its members from outside influences.

According to Kate, Campus Outreach isolated its members from other students on campus by discouraging relationships with nonbelievers. It isolated members from each other by discouraging members from sharing doubts with their peers. And ultimately, it isolated members from themselves by discouraging them from drawing their own conclusions about what they were being told. When members questioned particular policies or teachings, leaders responded with platitudes such as, “That’s just your sin nature at work” or “Would you want a God that you can understand fully?”

Still, compared to the isolation of being a lonely eighteen-year-old in a new place, Campus Outreach gave Kate somewhere to belong. “Belonging is often more important than believing,” says Matthew Immergut, a sociology professor at SUNY Purchase who studies new religious movements. “You can absorb all sorts of contradictions and misbehavior if you see yourself as part of a family.” Researchers have found, for example, that churches that have strict rules2 and regulations tend to be stronger and more attractive to members than more lenient groups, precisely because there is a higher barrier to belonging.

But as in many fundamentalist and totalitarian organizations, the comfort provided by an oversimplified worldview can come at a cost. Campus Outreach teaches that its approach to faith is the only path to salvation. Students are encouraged to aggressively evangelize for the organization, defer individual agency to the will of God, and demonstrate their commitment through personal labor and financial contributions. Kate described how group leaders asked her to distance herself from her high school friends and discouraged her from getting good grades, because getting A’s was a sign that she “wasn’t giving enough to the group.”

You may be wondering why, with all these restrictions, members choose to stay. Kate really wanted to believe she was on a path to salvation, and she valued the community she was building. So, even as red flags emerged, she justified them away. In the face of information that otherwise might have caused her to doubt her involvement, she doubled down. Psychologists describe this phenomenon3 as “escalating commitment.”

One of the best-documented examples of this phenomenon came from the psychologist Leon Festinger, who developed the theory of cognitive dissonance.fn1 In the fall of 1954, Festinger read an article in a local newspaper about an organization called the Seekers, who believed that before dawn on December 21, 1954, a giant flood would wipe out large portions of the world. This belief was based on a message the group’s leader, Dorothy Martin, claimed to have received from aliens from a faraway planet.

Members of the Seekers prepared for this event at enormous personal cost. They left jobs and disposed of their possessions in preparation for December 21, when they believed a flying saucer would descend and rescue the chosen ones. For Festinger and his team, this doomsday scenario presented a unique opportunity to study what happens when reality crashes into our previously held beliefs.

December 21, 1954, came and went without any flying saucers. But instead of walking away from the cult, the deeply committed members of the Seekers escalated their commitment. Not only did they not leave the cult, they believed that their faith had deterred the apocalypse. Prior to December 21, the group had largely kept to themselves. Now they started doing national media interviews to proselytize their beliefs. Rather
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