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			Why Are We Here?
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			Confronting the Challenge

			Two seemingly separate problems are afflicting us. Mental health issues, especially among younger generations, are on the rise, manifested by high rates of anxiety, loneliness, and depression. For the first time since the Civil War, our politics are threatening to tear our nation apart. We are at each other’s throats. Our political vitriol is a symptom of the same underlying process that is responsible for our mental health crisis. Both are manifestations of the absence of a unifying theme in our lives. We lack agreement on life’s purpose. We lack consensus on why we are here.

			If we can’t all answer the question to why we are here with the same response, we are unlikely to agree on the set of behaviors we expect of each other and on the outcomes we seek. We will argue and, as a consequence of our disagreements, our antipathy towards those with whom we differ is likely to grow. A successful society requires agreed-upon standards and rules. These standards and rules derive from shared values. Shared values emanate from an agreed upon answer to the question of why we are here.

			Most of us presume that there is a fixed amount of stuff in this world. There is only so much oil and so many diamonds and other rare minerals. This concept of a fixed amount of resources can be generalized to more abstract concepts. It can be money, power, prestige, or control for which we compete. If these are in finite supply, then it follows that your gain of any of those is my loss. That presumption is precisely what has gotten us to where we are today. If maximizing any of those resources is the target, we will logically pursue a course of action to reach that goal. That creates conflict. We might lie and cheat to get what we desire. We might feel free to step on or over those who block our way, or worse, hurt them. If we are unable to achieve our aims, our anxiety will grow. Despair looms.

			We can fix this. It doesn’t require the invention of a new religion or a miracle drug, only the adoption of a new perspective.

			We begin our mission in the next chapter with this surprising statement: The world is not what you think. That turns out to be extremely good news. It means that our current perspective, the one responsible for the tumult in our lives and in our world, is wrong.
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			The World Is Not What You Think

			The world you think you know is not the world that is. I don’t expect you to simply take my word for it. The world is not what you think because I say so. It’s because some very cool physics says so. The following brief description of two scientific concepts is important. I call these “hard clues” because they are based on proven discoveries in modern physics. For many of you, this will be new information. It might even stun you. At the minimum, it will shed light on the incredible world you inhabit. If you find it a bit difficult to grasp, don’t fret. I promise no math will make an appearance, and before this chapter ends, all will be clear.

			We begin with one of the most famous men in history, Albert Einstein. In 1905, Einstein published three historic articles, one of which was titled On the Electrodynamics of Moving Bodies. Although you wouldn’t know it from its convoluted name, this was the paper in which he revealed his Theory of Special Relativity. What a paper it was. It completely upended our understanding of time.

			Most of us believe that we have a clear understanding of how time works. We imagine a classic timeline, where the past lies to the left, the present is what is happening at the current moment, and the future, to the right of the present, is blank and unknown. Moments follow moments. Tomorrow hasn’t yet occurred and yesterday is merely a memory. We also accept that time is the same for all of us. We assume a single “now” on which we all agree. Time passes the same for everyone no matter where you are or what you are doing.

			According to Einstein and proven by many experiments over the past one hundred years, the statements in the above paragraph are false. As a consequence of Einstein’s theory, it turns out that time is not the same for all of us. If I am standing still and you are moving, time will pass more slowly for you. Go fast enough relative to me for long enough and the difference in the amount we age could be years.

			Another consequence of Einstein’s theory is that all of time exists simultaneously. Let that sink in for a moment. Our classic timeline is a false representation. Each moment in the past is just as alive as the present moment. Our past is not just a memory. Every birthday party you ever had is still going on. That blank future? It is as alive as the present moment. The future already exists, no different than the past or present. Feel free to take another moment to absorb that stunning fact. As Einstein famously said in a letter to his best friend’s family at the time of his friend’s death (paraphrased), “For we believing physicists, the past, present, and future are just a stubborn illusion.”

			Here is an analogy that will help illustrate this concept. Think of the entirety of time as an old-fashioned jukebox. In a jukebox, only one record plays at a time, one after another. Now imagine that instead of playing one at a time in sequence, every record plays simultaneously and never, ever stops playing. Replace each record in our jukebox with a moment of time. Each and every moment, just like each and every record, is playing simultaneously and forever.

			One more analogy to make the point. Imagine twenty kindergartners facing you in a line standing side by side. We want each child to tell us his or her name. We have two ways to go about that, each representing a concept of time. In the conventional timeline concept that we all learned and have, until now, accepted as accurately representing the passage of time, each student would speak his or her name just after the student next to them, only one child speaking at a time. In the more accurate concept of time that I have just presented, every student would say his or her name simultaneously, a cacophony of sweet little voices. All moments of time are actively happening just as each adorable child is simultaneously belting out his or her name.

			Albert Einstein published his article on Special Relativity in 1905. During that same period, he and other brilliant physicists, many of whom would go on to win Nobel prizes, were uncovering a bizarre world. This world concerned things too small to see, like atoms and their constituent parts. It attempted to decipher how light worked and how certain other scientific phenomena could be explained. The study of these processes became known as quantum mechanics or quantum physics.

			As scientists began to investigate the quantum world, they discovered some very strange and unsettling phenomena that upended everything previously known about how nature works. This subject is immense and complicated. Since my goal here is to demonstrate that the world we know is not what we have assumed it to be, what follows is a summary of what these brilliant scientists discovered about our world:

			
					Nothing in the universe can be predicted with absolute certainty. It seems that we can be confident of the result of so many things because that is our daily experience in the world in which we live. That confidence is unwarranted. It is another illusion. Our world is probabilistic. You can only know the probability of something occurring. You can never be one hundred percent certain of anything.

					Observation of an event changes the outcome. One of the best-known experiments in physics is called the double-slit experiment. It is a jaw-dropping phenomenon that in essence shows that the outcome of the exact same event changes whether one is looking or not. It is as if the New York Yankees win the game against the Boston Red Sox if there are spectators present and the Red Sox win if the stadium is empty.

					The future can affect the past. Brilliant, detailed experiments have proven this true.

					Things that are far apart, even many trillions of miles apart, can be entangled, meaning doing something to one of them will instantly affect the other in the exact same way. Imagine a game of Simon Says where the two participants are on different continents. When one of them stands on one foot, the other instantly does exactly the same without any email, text, or phone call telling that person to do so. Something else is going on, but what that something is remains unknown.

			

			Many theories have arisen to explain how the quantum world works. Some of these have led to sensational conclusions. Among these is the Many Worlds theory, which states that our universe is one of a near-infinite number of universes. You, in this universe, are reading this chapter, while you in another universe are doing something completely different. Just as there are many, many universes, there are many, many copies of you. This is no crackpot theory. A great number of highly respected, published, academic quantum physicists from the most prestigious universities believe this to be the case. Alternative theories to explain quantum behavior have their own set of eye-popping consequences. Every quantum physicist agrees that no matter which theory one prefers, quantum physics reveals a world previously unimaginable and stubbornly inexplicable.

			We have barely scratched the surface of Einstein’s relativity theories and quantum physics. I have introduced you to these for a reason. Our confidence in how our world works should be shaken. My goal in this chapter is simply to prove beyond any doubt that the world you thought you knew is not the world in which you live. Our senses deceive us. These hard clues are like icy cold water poured on us as we sleep. They should cause us to leap up and question just about everything.

			In the next chapter, we will begin to discuss what I term the “softer clues.” These are derived from peculiarities we encounter in our daily lives. They are not scientifically proven like relativity and quantum physics, but that doesn’t diminish their contribution to our search. The “hard clues” we have just discussed force us to open our minds and appreciate that much is not as it seems. The “softer clues” we are about to encounter will add to the evidence that there is another story percolating just below the surface of our mundane lives and that there are powerful reasons to adopt a new perspective.
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			More Than Coincidence

			We hope to make decisions and choices in our lives that will lead to the best outcomes. Our choices are dependent on the information we have at our disposal. We employ this information to predict the probability of each of the possible outcomes of those choices. Even though we may not be conscious of the process, everyone does this every day.

			If our information is incorrect or incomplete, we will be hindered in our decision-making process. For decades, people smoked cigarettes without knowledge of the potential consequences. They had no idea that smoking caused lung and other cancers, that it led to heart disease and stroke, and that doing so might prevent them from performing even the simplest activities later in life. Once that information became widely known, the number of people smoking dropped precipitously. Those that continued at least were well-warned of the consequences.

			The hard clues that we have reviewed — the nature of time and the quantum world — have given us new information. They have proven that, were we to rely solely on what seems real, we would be sorely misinformed about the nature of our world. We now know that fundamental processes that we thought we understood do not accurately represent the way things are. Einstein and his colleagues pulled back the curtain. What had seemed real was illusion.

			The Many Worlds explanation for quantum physics I briefly mentioned in the previous chapter is one attempt to explain the results of quantum events. In brief, it says that every possible outcome of an event does indeed occur in one of the near-infinite universes. We only witness one of those outcomes in our particular universe. We cannot appreciate the other outcomes even though they are just as real as the one we experience.

			There are deeply significant implications to that concept. In our world, there are daily tragedies. Children get terminal diseases. Mother Nature repeatedly wreaks one form of havoc or another — a flood, a tornado, a hurricane, an earthquake. Lives are lost daily. These are heartbreaking events, but none of us is all that surprised. We shrug our shoulders and call it life. It’s just the way it is.

			It is just the way it is in one specific universe, ours. Other universes likely exist where many things are different. This is not science fiction. This is a natural consequence of what we have learned from Stephen Hawking and other brilliant physicists. In those other universes, it could be that no tragedy ever occurred. No tornadoes, no earthquakes, no floods. We can extend the analogy. DNA, the information that instructs our cells on what to do, could be written differently. DNA is software. It could include information so that no cell ever dies and, extrapolating from the cell to the whole, that no organism ever succumbs. “Life is short” might be an expression unique to our universe. In others, that might have no meaning at all.

			Why is life possible on Earth? Because there is oxygen in the air at the optimum concentration. Because the forces that hold atoms and molecules together are perfect for the job. Were they any stronger or weaker, matter would not exist. Because water is most dense at four degrees Celsius instead of at its freezing point of zero degrees Celsius. If not, lakes and rivers would freeze from the bottom up, a catastrophic situation that would eliminate much aquatic life. Why does a ball we throw up into the air come back down? Gravity. Earth’s gravity is just right for the processes we take for granted to occur. Were we to have Jupiter’s gravity, it would be a far different story.

			The world in which we live turns out to be optimal for life. If any of the forces that compose nature were different, life as we know it would not exist. Make enough changes and pretty much nothing would exist.

			Once you understand that our world is quite specific, that everything could be different — remember, this is a consequence of quantum physics, not a wild imagination — then the fact that we find ourselves in this particular universe is a potential clue.

			Some scientists would scoff at this idea, not because they don’t agree that it is possible that there are other universes with different physical laws. They would argue that this is the only universe in which we could exist. If it were different, we simply wouldn’t be here, and we wouldn’t be discussing any of this. They insist that we can draw no further conclusions.

			Those scientists have a point. Their assessment could be the correct one. It might be purely random that we inhabit this universe with its own set of physical laws, with the tragedies we witness every day, with DNA that is programmed for cell death and limited lifespans. It is certainly the simplest explanation and the simplest solutions are often the winners. We have not reached the point where we either need or are ready to draw any conclusions. What we have discovered so far should at least allow us to entertain the idea that there just might be a reason we live in this particular universe.

			There are still clues to uncover, clues that might just change those skeptical scientists’ minds. And yours.
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			Backward Lives

			When you were a teenager, you likely drove too fast. Maybe you smoked cigarettes for a while (hopefully you don’t still.) You might have been dared to jump off a rock into a lake, or worse into a shallow swimming pool. Teenagers do stupid things. We learn as we go, and by the time we are well into adulthood, our penchant for taking unnecessary risks generally diminishes.

			When you think about it, that pattern of youthful ignorance and adult wisdom makes little sense. By the time we are old enough to know better, the clock has been ticking for a while. The knowledge we have acquired would have been far more valuable to us as teenagers when we had much more life ahead of us than behind. How often has each of us said, “If I only knew then what I know now.” Why don’t we know more during our youth when it would be far more valuable? By the time we “get it,” a lot of water has rushed over the dam.

			Most of us would simply shrug our shoulders in response to that question. “That’s just the way life is,” we might reply. Once again, quantum physics whacks us over the head. Wrong, it says. It’s just the way it is in our particular universe. We could, instead, be wise when we are young and more foolish when we are old. Wouldn’t that make a great deal more sense? If we take a major risk when we are eighty it would hardly be that big a deal. Not much left to lose at that point. Just the opposite for our eighteen-year-old selves. Accidents are a leading cause of death in teenagers.

			Despite parents trying to convince their children not to take foolish risks, most adolescents feel a sense of invulnerability. Illness and death seem remote concepts. “It won’t happen to me.” Generation after generation, this pattern is repeated. It seems each of us must personally experience the same dangers and challenges as those who came before to obtain knowledge and wisdom. Why must we do so? Why can’t we simply read a manual on how to live a life? Why is experience required? Experience is dangerous!

			Let’s extrapolate from the individual to the collective. We’ve been waging war since the origin of our species. How has it turned out? Wherever there is war, thousands, even millions, die. More are wounded, left parentless or childless, or homeless. Eventually, war fades into history. We recall the precipitating events, the battles, and the individual stories, but the society from which we recount those facts is usually far removed from the event. In the end, both the vanquished and the victorious die off and are replaced by new generations with new concerns and ultimately new conflicts. Sadly, they are seemingly destined to repeat the same disastrous actions in a different setting.

			Neither individuals nor societies seem able to carry and sustain knowledge over multiple generations. Socialism, a concept previously crushed by its inevitable disastrous outcomes, seems fashionable again. Conflicts among countries abound today just as they have for centuries. Religions still slam into one another. Scapegoating and bigotry rarely vanish despite their baseless origins. Ignorance, once thought something confined to the Dark Ages, is back with a fury. We still buy snake oil with different, more contemporary names, just as we have in every previous generation. We don’t seem to permanently learn a thing.

			Quantum physics, which insists that all outcomes can and likely do occur, makes it clear that it could be different. Individuals could retain knowledge from previous generations. Teenagers could be wiser than seniors. Societies could evolve so that the errors of our elders would never be repeated. No more bigotry, no more genocide, no more wars. This could be the norm in a different universe. The facts that in our particular world each of us must learn experientially, that societies recreate the past repetitively, and that we don’t seem to make permanent progress in human relations, are powerful clues. They are telling us something critical about our particular world. It doesn’t have to be this way, but for some reason it is. That reason is what we are after in our quest to decipher why we are here.
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			Reality

			We already have seen how things we think we understand, and that we take for granted, are not what they appear to be. Reality is on that list. Reality is the summation of the daily events that confront all of us and in which we all participate. We might have different opinions on reality, but at least we all agree on what it encompasses. Not so fast. Here we go again.

			Einstein confirmed that if two people are moving relative to each other, they will experience time differently. Events that appear simultaneous to one will not appear so to the other. What this means is that just as each of us has our own clock, we also each have our own legitimate observation of what is happening at any moment. Reality, like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder.

			It’s not just that each of us experiences a different reality. Through our choices and decisions, we each create reality. Each action we take initiates a cascade of subsequent events. To illustrate this point, below is an abbreviated version of a story from one of my previous books, The Currency of Life: Uncovering the Clues to Why We’re Here:

			As a gentleman leaves his office at day’s end in Philadelphia, he decides to turn left towards the pharmacy to pick up a few items instead of right towards his car to head home. In his haste to reach the pharmacy, he trips at the corner of his street and accidentally knocks over an elderly woman who was waiting for the light to change. Sadly, she breaks her hip.

			Due to the injury, her only daughter must leave her family in California to come to Philadelphia to assist her mother. The daughter’s husband is left with their two teenage children, one of whom decides to prepare dinner for the family one evening before his father returns from work. A small fire ensues. The firefighters arrive and extinguish the minor flames just as the father returns home. He recognizes one of the firefighters as an old schoolmate and the two decide to meet for dinner a few weeks later.

			On the evening of the planned dinner, the firefighter parks his car and begins to walk the two blocks to the restaurant. He notices smoke coming from a small house just up the street. He rushes to the house, forces open the door, and saves a young child from the flames. That child grows up to become a scientist and discovers the cure for malaria. As a result of her discovery, millions of children’s lives are saved.

			A simple decision by a single individual, to turn left as he exited his office building instead of right, years later led to the saving of millions of lives. That is how reality is created. Each decision we make, and those made by the billions of others on our planet, initiates a cascade of events, the results of which are impossible to predict or even imagine.

			A woman is offered two jobs, one from Company A, another from Company B. Company A sounds like more fun and has more upside but is riskier since the company is small and young. Company B has been in business for decades, has a secure and established customer base, and is well-managed. The woman chooses Company A. Another candidate is then offered and accepts the job from Company B. Six months later, Company A goes out of business. It appears that the woman’s choice of Company A turned out to be the wrong one.

			That fact holds only if we stop the movie at that moment in time. If instead we fast forward, we get a different outcome. The week following her termination, she begins to spend her mornings in Starbucks completing online applications. She overhears a conversation among a group of people who have just started a company and are looking for someone with her skillset. She introduces herself, gets hired, and five years later the company is sold and her options are worth several million dollars.

			Let’s also look at how her decision affected someone else, specifically the woman who got hired at Company B. That woman had been laid off from her previous job at the worst possible time. Her daughter needed medical care and suddenly there was no money to pay the bills for her treatment. Once she was hired by Company B, she immediately received excellent health insurance. Her worries for her daughter’s well-being were over. For this woman, our protagonist’s decision to choose Company A and pass on Company B was a godsend.

			Once we release our choices into the world, they run smack into those of other people. It is the intersection of those billions of other choices with ours that creates reality. We assume that when confronted with two or more options, there is one better or more correct choice. That is an illusion. It’s not that all options will yield equivalent results. Each will initiate a different cascade of additional decisions and events. Just as we saw with the woman who chose Company A, it is impossible to predict with certainty the outcome of any choice. What future each choice will yield is unknowable despite our unwarranted confidence that one choice is superior to all others.

			There is something else about reality that is peculiar. Despite the repetition of events from generation to generation, there is always the chance that the same actions taken previously will yield a different result the next time. That doesn’t sound too profound. That is our expectation. That is our experience. Why, though, is this the case?

			The probabilistic nature of our world, one in which a different outcome can result from the same actions, is responsible for this phenomenon. If our world were not probabilistic, we could anticipate that the same actions would always yield the same result. We have the quantum nature of our universe to thank for creativity, excitement, anticipation, and surprise.

			Next time you find yourself lamenting reality, recall that you have an equal part in its creation. It’s also helpful to appreciate that you are somewhere in the middle of the play, just like the woman who chose Company A instead of Company B. She lost her job but eventually reaped a great reward. Note that we arbitrarily chose to stop the story at that point. If we were to follow her life into the future, who knows what further repercussions might have become evident, all based on that single decision to choose Company A.

			Our choices and decisions lead to events down the road of space and time that we cannot possibly predict. Our inability to foresee the result of any decision is not because we don’t have enough information to do so. It is because, in our quantum world, certainty is impossible no matter how much information we have.
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			Why Don’t We Learn More from History?

			Although we spend a good deal of time watching historical documentaries and reading, studying, and discussing history, none of those activities seem to make much of a difference in how we behave in the present. We replicate just about every behavior of those who came before.

			To ignore history is to repeat it. How many times have we heard that? It’s past time we retired that refrain. We repeatedly and consistently ignore history. It makes one wonder why we even bother studying history, other than the fact that it is chock-full of fascinating stories and characters. Our efforts don’t seem to be rewarded. Even the most scholarly and intelligent commit the crime of ignoring what came before.

			Two catastrophic world wars were fought in the prior century, the second beginning only twenty-one years after the cessation of the first. Many of the same people witnessed both. The lessons of World War I, “the war to end all wars,” could not have been clearer, but they were unable to prevent World War II. In 1979, the Russians invaded Afghanistan and got bogged down for a decade in an unwinnable war. Despite witnessing that event, after 9-11, the US became engaged in a twenty-year effort to subdue the Taliban and set Afghanistan on a new course. We know how that worked out. Here we are in the third decade of the new century and multiple wars rage on. 

			Teenagers take foolish risks assuming that they are unique, that the bad outcomes
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