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How Religion Got in the Way

For all those readers frustrated with the late posts, Why I Can’t Post On Time.

______________

“Wash your face before bed so the angels will come down and kiss you while you sleep.”

That’s what my grandmother told me when I was a child staying over at her house. I was about five
years old, and not only did this information from a trusted authority not faze me, it was a very standard
sort of thing for someone to tell me.

I was the first child in a have-your-cake-and-eat-it-too Reform Jewish family who also did Christmas and
Easter. Being born into that situation set me up to be told the following:

Once a year, an obese middle-aged man breaks into our house in the least e!cient way possible,
leaves a bunch of wrapped gifts for me, and then instead of just walking out the door, decides to
work his way back up the chimney, where he’s then carried o" by a group of large, wingless, flying
mammals to do the same thing over a billion other times in a span of a few hours
On Passover, an invisible man breaks into the house silently while we’re all eating because he
wants to drink a small glass of wine
That same week, a 10-foot-tall sentient rabbit breaks into the house, possibly by morphing
through the wall, and puts a bunch of chocolate eggs that he laid all over the place for no
apparent reason
When one of my teeth falls out, if I put it under my pillow, a flying woman will break into my
bedroom while I’m sleeping and buy the tooth from me for an amount of her choosing
Let’s add in that no one ever explained that fiction exists, so I assumed that all Sesame Street
creatures were actual biological things that existed in the wild

So flying people breaking into my room to molest me while I slept because I washed my face? Fuckin
sure, why not. It was a totally ordinary thing to happen—this exact kind of shit happened constantly in
my world.

All this information came as part of the same orientation that taught me English, told me what shapes
and colors were and how to poop, and explained that it’s bad to stare at really short adults.

It was a lot of information, but I was handling it well, when suddenly I was hit with a disturbing twist. I
began to be told, about certain parts of my reality, “Oh yeah no that’s totally false.” Wait. What? I’m a
complete amateur at this, and busting my ass trying to gain knowledge and skills, and they’ve been
fucking with me? Not only that, I learn that all the fun things are fake and all the mundane things are
real.

The more questions I asked, the more of a mindfuck this huge web of lies turned out to be. Dragons are
fake but dinosaurs are real. Kings and princesses are real but wizards and fairies are fake. Disney World
is real but not Sesame Street. Farm animals do exist but they’re disgusting, base creatures who act and
look nothing like they do in fiction. Pirates and Indians are both real but in much less cartoony and
racist ways than I’m used to, while witches and ghosts are fake altogether. Touching a toad doesn’t give
me warts, my eyes won’t get stuck if I cross them, and no, Michael Dukakis is not a viable candidate
despite his 20-1 landslide victory in my first grade classroom poll.

Only able to trust myself from then on, I created two buckets in my brain for “fake” and “real” and
started dropping all new information into one or the other.
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If there was anything without a clear bucket, I asked someone about it, and one day I asked my dad
about God. “Some people believe in God and others don’t, and everyone has to make that decision for
themselves.” Yeah nope. Clear fake bucket answer. And from then on, I was an atheist. To seven-year-
old Tim, this wasn’t any bolder than saying I was an a-Santa-ist or an a-fairies-ist—I had become cynical
about all things that seemed out-of-this world after so many had been revealed to be fake. I developed
an “If it seems too fun to be true, it is” rule, and why was there any reason to assess God di"erently
than all the other supernatural characters?

The only thing that was confusing was why my dad hadn’t just come out and admitted that God was
fake like he had with so many other things. Why had he been weird about it?

This became even more perplexing as I got older. The “If it seems too fun to be true, it is” rule had
hardened into a complete rejection of anything that didn’t fit with the laws of nature. Every single life
experience I had had backed this up, so why would I ever question it? And the world agreed with me—
with one exception. Most of the Jews I knew believed in God. So did most of the Christians. People older,
wiser, and smarter than me believed. Even people who weren’t totally convinced seemed uncomfortable
talking about it. I found very few people who would just say, “Of course I don’t believe in God.”

Why was everyone being so weird about this? What the hell was going on?

The more I learned, the more I realized my whole country disagreed with me—I’d read that 96% of
Americans believed in God, 90% believed in Heaven, 73% believed in Hell, almost half believed in the
Bible literally—talking snake, Noah’s Ark, people living to like 200, etc.—and 61% believed that “a
democracy cannot survive without a widespread belief in God or a Supreme Being.” I learned that the
deeply religious even included a number of science-minded geniuses like Isaac Newton. Meanwhile,
atheist was a bad thing to be, something derogatory, something to keep your mouth shut about,
especially if you ever wanted to run for o!ce.

What started as an earnest frustration that I couldn’t understand so many other people’s core
inspirational force turned into total shutdown on the subject by college. Anything having to do with the
world of the supernatural—God, higher powers, spirituality—was not for me. As for Judaism, I happily
joined the family for holidays, ate the chocolate coins, and became skilled at eating Chinese food with
chopsticks, but the Torah? Not interested. On top of my rejection of divinity, I didn’t like the way
organized religions behaved. Where I saw science being humble, collaborative, constantly under
revision, and forward-marching, I saw religion being arrogant, divisive, hostile to change, and obsessed
with the past. I graduated college as a staunch atheist with the kind of arrogance only a 21-year-old has
the naiveté to feel.

What I missed at the time is that “atheist” isn’t something. It’s just “not something.” By declaring myself
an atheist and calling it a day, I was basing my whole spiritual identity on what I wasn’t. Yes, I’m an
atheist, but I’m also not from Uganda. If someone asked me where I’m from, answering “Not Uganda”
would be unhelpful. Likewise, if my only spiritual identity is, “I don’t believe in the divine components of
the world’s large, ancient religions,” that makes me a spiritual nothing.

At the time, of course, I saw no problem with being a spiritual nothing. Spirituality was for religious
people, and I was a science guy, so who cared anyway?

What I didn’t realize is that I had inadvertently flushed down the toilet a critical part of the human
growth experience.

________________

What Is Spirituality?
There’s almost no word ickier than spirituality. It’s vague, amorphous, somehow very annoying, and it
manages to turn o" both the religious and the non-religious. And if you gather five people who all say
they’re actually fond of spirituality, they’ll be defining the term in five di"erent ways.

So what exactly is spirituality, as we’re using the word today, and what do we need from it?

Ever since the human species began opening its eyes into consciousness, it has been an aggressively
curious child, hungry to figure it all out. What was this world it was living in, and what did it all mean?

The first part of that question—What was this world?—became the job of science. The second part—
What does it all mean?—is the job of spirituality.

Science is what we know, and spirituality is how we coexist philosophically, psychologically and
emotionally with that knowledge. Science gives us the information; spirituality helps us wrap our heads
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around it. The two lead us as a tag team, each taking care of their critical halves of the “figuring it all
out” puzzle—when science tells us something shocking, like “The Earth is revolving around the sun and
not vice versa!” we turn, wide-eyed, to spirituality and ask, “How does that change things? How does
that transform the way we should think about ourselves, about the world, and about life?”

Under this definition, spirituality is a secular concept, and the idea that spirituality and science are
diametrically opposed to each other is incorrect—they’re two halves of the same quest. As usual, Carl
Sagan says it best:

“Spirit” comes from the Latin word “to breathe.” What we breathe is air, which is certainly
matter, however thin. Despite usage to the contrary, there is no necessary implication in
the word “spiritual” that we are talking of anything other than matter (including the matter
of which the brain is made), or anything outside the realm of science…Science is not only
compatible with spirituality; it is a profound source of spirituality. When we recognize our
place in an immensity of light years and in the passage of ages, when we grasp the
intricacy, beauty and subtlety of life, then that soaring feeling, that sense of elation and
humility combined, is surely spiritual…The notion that science and spirituality are
somehow mutually exclusive does a disservice to both.

As humanity continues to learn, science and spirituality should be collaborative, innovative, and forever
marching forward in a state of continual evolution as new developments emerge. Science opens
pathways for humans to reach higher levels of consciousness and wisdom, but only through the
spiritual realm can we grow into those pathways.

On a day-to-day level, one of the greatest challenges facing most humans is the quest to avoid living in
an unconscious fog—this fog is where you are when you make big life decisions for small-minded
reasons, when you short-sightedly side-step your own integrity, when you continually prioritize the
wrong things over the right things, settle for mediocrity out of fear, or waste huge amounts of your
precious time procrastinating. And this is one issue science can’t help with—an unconscious fog can
only be combated through spiritual growth.

Defined this way, not only is spirituality an acceptable and desirable realm to have in our lives, it is vital
in order for humans to grow, thrive, and take fullest advantage of their brain power.

So why is spiritual growth given so little serious attention in today’s world? What happened to that half
of our exploration that spirituality is supposed to cover?

Maybe this:
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That’s what I think happened to our spiritual realm—it got elbowed out of relevance and into the
fringes by religion, for a bunch of reasons:

Fear. Religion grabs people by the fear and pulls them into its bosom of definitive answers and
immortality. Unfortunately, it doesn’t seem to be doing a convincing job—a recent study found
that how close you feel to God makes no di!erence in your overall life satisfaction. If I were told
right now that I could live forever and I believed it, I’d be far, far, far happier than I am as I type this
sentence. If a religious person isn’t happier than I am, I refuse to believe that they’re convinced
about God.

An evolutionary inclination toward tribalism. Social psychologist Jonathan Haidt explains it
well:

I mean that we evolved to see sacredness all around us and to join with others into teams
that circle around sacred objects, people and ideas. This is why politics is so tribal. Politics
is partly profane, it’s partly about self-interest. But politics is also about sacredness. It’s
about joining with others to pursue moral ideals. It’s about the eternal struggle between
good and evil, and we all believe we’re on the side of the good.

This is only a speculative theory, but it has a lot of backing in the social sciences. And it makes
sense. Believing in something bigger than yourself and bonding with your tribesmen over it is
going to make you more cooperative, and over time, those tribes will thrive over those who aren’t
as inclined towards sacred things. Cooperation is a magnificent species survival tool for ants and
bees, so why not for people too?

An evolutionary inclination toward belief in the divine. A similar type of not-totally-proven
theory to the one above, this suggests that human tribes who happened to be more inclined to
believe in the divine will be more honest, altruistic, and cooperative, because they believe they’re
being watched. Over time, those tribes will fare better—i.e. those are our ancestors, not the
atheist tribes.

Sigmund Freud believed that many humans seek God to serve as a strong father figure.

Against those forces, subtle, secular spirituality didn’t stand a chance of making it to the big stage. But
religion also caused it to su!er on the small, individual stage. Spirituality has often been neglected by
both the non-religious—because they group it, unfairly, into the “not for me” pile as part of their
rejection of religion—and by the religious—because they rely on their religion for spiritual growth, and
religions aren’t typically focused on the types of spirituality we’ve been discussing.

But we just established above that spiritual growth is important—really important—so now what?

What we need are good, simple, accessible, non-annoying, long-lasting ways to approach spirituality as
individuals. I believe that starts with a spiritual framework that clicks with you and that you can turn to
as your spiritual guide. And I happen to have one in mind that’s been working pretty well for me (and
which is plastered all over this blog in post after post, inadvertently). We’ll discuss in the next post.
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! October 19, 2014 By Tim Urban

Religion for the Nonreligious

Note: If you want to print this post or read it o!ine, the PDF is probably the way to go. You can buy it here.

The mind…can make a heaven of hell, a hell of heaven. ― John Milton

The mind is certainly its own cosmos. — Alan Lightman

You go to school, study hard, get a degree, and you’re pleased with yourself. But are you wiser?

You get a job, achieve things at the job, gain responsibility, get paid more, move to a better company,
gain even more responsibility, get paid even more, rent an apartment with a parking spot, stop doing
your own laundry, and you buy one of those $9 juices where the stu" settles down to the bottom. But
are you happier?

You do all kinds of life things—you buy groceries, read articles, get haircuts, chew things, take out the
trash, buy a car, brush your teeth, shit, sneeze, shave, stretch, get drunk, put salt on things, have sex
with someone, charge your laptop, jog, empty the dishwasher, walk the dog, buy a couch, close the
curtains, button your shirt, wash your hands, zip your bag, set your alarm, fix your hair, order lunch, act
friendly to someone, watch a movie, drink apple juice, and put a new paper towel roll on the thing.

But as you do these things day after day and year after year, are you improving as a human in a
meaningful way?

In the last post, I described the way my own path had led me to be an atheist—but how in my
satisfaction with being proudly nonreligious, I never gave serious thought to an active approach to
internal improvement—hindering my own evolution in the process.

This wasn’t just my own naiveté at work. Society at large focuses on shallow things, so it doesn’t stress
the need to take real growth seriously. The major institutions in the spiritual arena—religions—tend to
focus on divinity over people, making salvation the end goal instead of self-improvement. The
industries that do often focus on the human condition—philosophy, psychology, art, literature, self-
help, etc.—lie more on the periphery, with their work often fragmented from each other. All of this sets
up a world that makes it hard to treat internal growth as anything other than a hobby, an extra-
curricular, icing on the life cake.

Considering that the human mind is an ocean of complexity that creates every part of our reality,
working on what’s going on in there seems like it should be a more serious priority. In the same way a
growing business relies on a clear mission with a well thought-out strategy and measurable metrics, a
growing human needs a plan—if we want to meaningfully improve, we need to define a goal,
understand how to get there, become aware of obstacles in the way, and have a strategy to get past
them.

When I dove into this topic, I thought about my own situation and whether I was improving. The e"orts
were there—apparent in many of this blog’s post topics—but I had no growth model, no real plan, no
clear mission. Just kind of haphazard attempts at self-improvement in one area or another, whenever I
happened to feel like it. So I’ve attempted to consolidate my scattered e"orts, philosophies, and
strategies into a single framework—something solid I can hold onto in the future—and I’m gonna use
this post to do a deep dive into it.

So settle in, grab some co"ee, and get your brain out and onto the table in front of you—you’ll want to
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have it there to reference as we explore what a weird, complicated object it is.

____________

The Goal
Wisdom. More on that later.

How Do We Get to the Goal?
By being aware of the truth. When I say “the truth,” I’m not being one of those annoying people who
says the word truth to mean some amorphous, mystical thing—I’m just referring to the actual facts of
reality. The truth is a combination of what we know and what we don’t know—and gaining and
maintaining awareness of both sides of this reality is the key to being wise.

Easy, right? We don’t have to know more than we know, we only have to be aware of what we know and
what we don’t know. Truth is in plain sight, written on the whiteboard—we just have to look at the
board and reflect upon it. There’s just this one thing—

What’s in Our Way?
The fog.

To understand the fog, let’s first be clear that we’re not here:

We’re here:

And this isn’t the situation:
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This is:

This is a really hard concept for humans to absorb, but it’s the starting place for growth. Declaring
ourselves “conscious” allows us to call it a day and stop thinking about it. I like to think of it as a
consciousness staircase:



An ant is more conscious than a bacterium, a chicken more than an ant, a monkey more than a chicken,
and a human more than a monkey. But what’s above us?

A) Definitely something, and B) Nothing we can understand better than a monkey can understand our
world and how we think.

There’s no reason to think the staircase doesn’t extend upwards forever. The red alien a few steps above
us on the staircase would see human consciousness the same way we see that of an orangutan—they
might think we’re pretty impressive for an animal, but that of course we don’t actually begin to
understand anything. Our most brilliant scientist would be outmatched by one of their toddlers.

To the green alien up there higher on the staircase, the red alien might seem as intelligent and
conscious as a chicken seems to us. And when the green alien looks at us, it sees the simplest little pre-
programmed ants.

We can’t conceive of what life higher on the staircase would be like, but absorbing the fact that higher
stairs exist and trying to view ourselves from the perspective of one of those steps is the key mindset
we need to be in for this exercise.

For now, let’s ignore those much higher steps and just focus on the step right above us—that light
green step. A species on that step might think of us like we think of a three-year-old child—emerging
into consciousness through a blur of simplicity and naiveté. Let’s imagine that a representative from
that species was sent to observe humans and report back to his home planet about them—what would
he think of the way we thought and behaved? What about us would impress him? What would make
him cringe?

I think he’d very quickly see a conflict going on in the human mind. On one hand, all of those steps on
the staircase below the human are where we grew from. Hundreds of millions of years of evolutionary
adaptations geared toward animal survival in a rough world are very much rooted in our DNA, and the
primitive impulses in us have birthed a bunch of low-grade qualities—fear, pettiness, jealousy, greed,
instant-gratification, etc. Those qualities are the remnants of our animal past and still a prominent part
of our brains, creating a zoo of small-minded emotions and motivations in our heads:

normal animal brain

But over the past six million years, our evolutionary line has experienced a rapid growth in
consciousness and the incredible ability to reason in a way no other species on Earth can. We’ve taken a
big step up the consciousness staircase, very quickly—let’s call this burgeoning element of higher
consciousness our Higher Being.



Higher Being

The Higher Being is brilliant, big-thinking, and totally rational. But on the grand timescale, he’s a very
new resident in our heads, while the primal animal forces are ancient, and their coexistence in the
human mind makes it a strange place:

animal + higher being

So it’s not that a human is the Higher Being and the Higher Being is three years old—it’s that a human
is the combination of the Higher Being and the low-level animals, and they blend into the three-year-old
that we are. The Higher Being alone would be a more advanced species, and the animals alone would
be one far more primitive, and it’s their particular coexistence that makes us distinctly human.

As humans evolved and the Higher Being began to wake up, he looked around your brain and found
himself in an odd and unfamiliar jungle full of powerful primitive creatures that didn’t understand who
or what he was. His mission was to give you clarity and high-level thought, but with animals tramping
around his work environment, it wasn’t an easy job. And things were about to get much worse. Human
evolution continued to make the Higher Being more and more sentient, until one day, he realized
something shocking:

WE’RE GOING TO DIE
It marked the first time any species on planet Earth was conscious enough to understand that fact, and
it threw all of those animals in the brain—who were not built to handle that kind of information—into a
complete frenzy, sending the whole ecosystem into chaos:



chaotic brain

The animals had never experienced this kind of fear before, and their freakout about this—one that
continues today—was the last thing the Higher Being needed as he was trying to grow and learn and
make decisions for us.

The adrenaline-charged animals romping around our brain can take over our mind, clouding our
thoughts, judgment, sense of self, and understanding of the world. The collective force of the animals is
what I call “the fog.” The more the animals are running the show and making us deaf and blind to the
thoughts and insights of the Higher Being, the thicker the fog is around our head, often so thick we can
only see a few inches in front of our face:

fog head

Let’s think back to our goal above and our path to it—being aware of the truth. The Higher Being can
see the truth just fine in almost any situation. But when the fog is thick around us, blocking our eyes
and ears and coating our brain, we have no access to the Higher Being or his insight. This is why being
continually aware of the truth is so hard—we’re too lost in the fog to see it or think about it.

And when the alien representative is finished observing us and heads back to his home planet, I think
this would be his sum-up of our problems:

The battle of the Higher Being against the animals—of trying to see
through the fog to clarity—is the core internal human struggle.
This struggle in our heads takes place on many fronts. We’ve examined a few of them here: the Higher
Being (in his role as the Rational Decision Maker) fighting the Instant Gratification Monkey; the Higher
Being (in the role of the Authentic Voice) battling against the overwhelmingly scared Social Survival
Mammoth; the Higher Being’s message that life is just a bunch of Todays getting lost in the blinding



light of fog-based yearning for better tomorrows. Those are all part of the same core conflict between
our primal past and our enlightened future.

The shittiest thing about the fog is that when you’re in the fog, it blocks your vision so you can’t see that
you’re in the fog. It’s when the fog is thickest that you’re the least aware that it’s there at all—it makes
you unconscious. Being aware that the fog exists and learning how to recognize it is the key first step to
rising up in consciousness and becoming a wiser person.

So we’ve established that our goal is wisdom, that to get there we need to become as aware as possible
of the truth, and that the main thing standing in our way is the fog. Let’s zoom in on the battlefield to
look at why “being aware of the truth” is so important and how we can overcome the fog to get there:

The Battlefield
No matter how hard we tried, it would be impossible for humans to access that light green step one
above us on the consciousness staircase. Our advanced capability—the Higher Being—just isn’t there
yet. Maybe in a million years or two. For now, the only place this battle can happen is on the one step
where we live, so that’s where we’re going to zoom in. We need to focus on the mini spectrum of
consciousness within our step, which we can do by breaking our step down into four substeps:

substeps

Climbing this mini consciousness staircase is the road to truth, the way to wisdom, my personal mission
for growth, and a bunch of other cliché statements I never thought I’d hear myself say. We just have to
understand the game and work hard to get good at it.

Let’s look at each step to try to understand the challenges we’re dealing with and how we can make
progress:

Step 1: Our Lives in the Fog
Step 1 is the lowest step, the foggiest step, and unfortunately, for most of us it’s our default level of
existence. On Step 1, the fog is all up in our shit, thick and close and clogging our senses, leaving us
going through life unconscious. Down here, the thoughts, values, and priorities of the Higher Being are
completely lost in the blinding fog and the deafening roaring, tweeting, honking, howling, and
squawking of the animals in our heads. This makes us 1) small-minded, 2) short-sighted, and 3) stupid.
Let’s discuss each of these:

1) On Step 1, you’re terribly small-minded because the animals are running the
show.

When I look at the wide range of motivating emotions that humans experience, I don’t see them as a



scattered range, but rather falling into two distinct bins: the high-minded, love-based, advanced
emotions of the Higher Being, and the small-minded, fear-based, primitive emotions of our brain
animals.

And on Step 1, we’re completely intoxicated by the animal emotions as they roar at us through the
dense fog.

animals in fog

This is what makes us petty and jealous and what makes us so thoroughly enjoy the misfortune of
others. It’s what makes us scared, anxious, and insecure. It’s why we’re self-absorbed and narcissistic;
vain and greedy; narrow-minded and judgmental; cold, callous, and even cruel. And only on Step 1 do
we feel that primitive “us versus them” tribalism that makes us hate people di!erent than us.

You can find most of these same emotions in a clan of capuchin monkeys—and that makes sense,
because at their core, these emotions can be boiled down to the two keys of animal survival: self-
preservation and the need to reproduce.

Step 1 emotions are brutish and powerful and grab you by the collar, and when they’re upon you, the
Higher Being and his high-minded, love-based emotions are shoved into the sewer.

2) On Step 1, you’re short-sighted, because the fog is six inches in front of your
face, preventing you from seeing the big picture.

The fog explains all kinds of totally illogical and embarrassingly short-sighted human behavior.

Why else would anyone ever take a grandparent or parent for granted while they’re around, seeing
them only occasionally, opening up to them only rarely, and asking them barely any questions—even
though after they die, you can only think about how amazing they were and how you can’t believe you
didn’t relish the opportunity to enjoy your relationship with them and get to know them better when
they were around?

Why else would people brag so much, even though if they could see the big picture, it would be obvious
that everyone finds out about the good things in your life eventually either way—and that you always
serve yourself way more by being modest?

Why else would someone do the bare minimum at work, cut corners on work projects, and be
dishonest about their e!orts—when anyone looking at the big picture would know that in a work
environment, the truth about someone’s work habits eventually becomes completely apparent to both
bosses and colleagues, and you’re never really fooling anyone? Why would someone insist on making
sure everyone knows when they did something valuable for the company—when it should be obvious
that acting that way is transparent and makes it seem like you’re working hard just for the credit, while
just doing things well and having one of those things happen to be noticed does much more for your
long term reputation and level of respect at the company?

If not for thick fog, why would anyone ever pinch pennies over a restaurant bill or keep an unpleasantly-
rigid scorecard of who paid for what on a trip, when everyone reading this could right now give each of
their friends a quick and accurate 1-10 rating on the cheap-to-generous (or selfish-to-considerate) scale,



and the few hundred bucks you save over time by being on the cheap end of the scale is hardly worth it
considering how much more likable and respectable it is to be generous?

What other explanation is there for the utterly inexplicable decision by so many famous men in
positions of power to bring down the career and marriage they spent their lives building by having an
a!air?

And why would anyone bend and loosen their integrity for tiny insignificant gains when integrity a!ects
your long-term self-esteem and tiny insignificant gains a!ect nothing in the long term?

How else could you explain the decision by so many people to let the fear of what others might think
dictate the way they live, when if they could see clearly they’d realize that A) that’s a terrible reason to
do or not do something, and B) no one’s really thinking about you anyway—they’re buried in their own
lives.

And then there are all the times when someone’s opaque blinders keep them in the wrong relationship,
job, city, apartment, friendship, etc. for years, sometimes decades, only for them to finally make a
change and say “I can’t believe I didn’t do this earlier,” or “I can’t believe I couldn’t see how wrong that
was for me.” They should absolutely believe it, because that’s the power of the fog.

3) On Step 1, you’re very, very stupid.

One way this stupidity shows up is in us making the same obvious mistakes over and over and over
again.

The most glaring example is the way the fog convinces us, time after time after time, that certain things
will make us happy that in reality absolutely don’t. The fog lines up a row of carrots, tells us that they’re
the key to happiness, and tells us to forget today’s happiness in favor of directing all of our hope to all
the happiness the future will hold because we’re gonna get those carrots.

And even though the fog has proven again and again that it has no idea how human happiness works—
even though we’ve had so many experiences finally getting a carrot and feeling a ton of temporary
happiness, only to watch that happiness fade right back down to our default level a few days later—we
continue to fall for the trick.

It’s like hiring a nutritionist to help you with your exhaustion, and they tell you that the key is to drink an
espresso shot anytime you’re tired. So you’d try it and think the nutritionist was a genius until an hour
later when it dropped you like an anvil back into exhaustion. You go back to the nutritionist, who gives
you the same advice, so you try it again and the same thing happens. That would probably be it right?
You’d fire the nutritionist. Right? So why are we so gullible when it comes to the fog’s advice on
happiness and fulfillment?

The fog is also much more harmful than the nutritionist because not only does it give us terrible advice
—but the fog itself is the source of unhappiness. The only real solution to exhaustion is to sleep, and
the only real way to improve happiness in a lasting way is to make progress in the battle against the
fog.

There’s a concept in psychology called The Hedonic Treadmill, which suggests that humans have a
stagnant default happiness level and when something good or bad happens, after an initial change in
happiness, we always return to that default level. And on Step 1, this is completely true of course, given
that trying to become permanently happier while in the fog is like trying to dry your body o! while
standing under the shower with the water running.

But I refuse to believe the same species that builds skyscrapers, writes symphonies, flies to the moon,
and understands what a Higgs boson is is incapable of getting o! the treadmill and actually improving
in a meaningful way.

I think the way to do it is by learning to climb this consciousness staircase to spend more of our time on
Steps 2, 3, and 4, and less of it mired unconsciously in the fog.

Step 2: Thinning the Fog to Reveal Context
Humans can do something amazing that no other creature on Earth can do—they can imagine. If you
show an animal a tree, they see a tree. Only a human can imagine the acorn that sunk into the ground
40 years earlier, the small flimsy stalk it was at three years old, how stark the tree must look when it’s
winter, and the eventual dead tree lying horizontally in that same place.

This is the magic of the Higher Being in our heads.

1



On the other hand, the animals in your head, like their real world relatives, can only see a tree, and
when they see one, they react instantly to it based on their primitive needs. When you’re on Step 1, your
unconscious animal-run state doesn’t even remember that the Higher Being exists, and his genius
abilities go to waste.

Step 2 is all about thinning out the fog enough to bring the Higher Being’s thoughts and abilities into
your consciousness, allowing you to see behind and around the things that happen in life. Step 2 is
about bringing context into your awareness, which reveals a far deeper and more nuanced version of
the truth.

There are plenty of activities or undertakings that can help thin out your fog. To name three:

1) Learning more about the world through education, travel, and life experience—as your perspective
broadens, you can see a clearer and more accurate version of the truth.

2) Active reflection. This is what a journal can help with, or therapy, which is basically examining your
own brain with the help of a fog expert. Sometimes a hypothetical question can be used as “fog
goggles,” allowing you to see something clearly through the fog—questions like, “What would I do if
money were no object?” or “How would I advise someone else on this?” or “Will I regret not having done
this when I’m 80?” These questions are a way to ask your Higher Being’s opinion on something without
the animals realizing what’s going on, so they’ll stay calm and the Higher Being can actually talk—like
when parents spell out a word in front of their four-year-old when they don’t want him to know what
they’re saying.

3) Meditation, exercise, yoga, etc.—activities that help quiet the brain’s unconscious chatter, i.e. allowing
the fog to settle.

But the easiest and most e!ective way to thin out the fog is simply to be aware of it. By knowing that
fog exists, understanding what it is and the di!erent forms it takes, and learning to recognize when
you’re in it, you hinder its ability to run your life. You can’t get to Step 2 if you don’t know when you’re on
Step 1.

The way to move onto Step 2 is by remembering to stay aware of the context behind and around what
you see, what you come across, and the decisions you make. That’s it—remaining cognizant of the fog
and remembering to look at the whole context keeps you conscious, aware of reality, and as you’ll see,
makes you a much better version of yourself than you are on Step 1. Some examples—

Here’s what a rude cashier looks like on Step 1 vs. Step 2:

cashier

Here’s what gratitude looks like:

2



gratitude

Something good happening:

good thing

Something bad happening:

bad thing

That phenomenon where everything suddenly seems horrible late at night in bed:



late night

A flat tire:

flat tire

Long-term consequences:

consequences

Looking at context makes us aware how much we actually know about most situations (as well as what
we don’t know, like what the cashier’s day was like so far), and it reminds us of the complexity and
nuance of people, life, and situations. When we’re on Step 2, this broader scope and increased clarity
makes us feel calmer and less fearful of things that aren’t actually scary, and the animals—who gain
their strength from fear and thrive o! of unconsciousness—suddenly just look kind of ridiculous:



animals clump

When the small-minded animal emotions are less in our face, the more advanced emotions of the
Higher Being—love, compassion, humility, empathy, etc.—begin to light up.

The good news is there’s no learning required to be on Step 2—your Higher Being already knows the
context around all of these life situations. It doesn’t take hard work, and no additional information or
expertise is needed—you only have to consciously think about being on Step 2 instead of Step 1 and
you’re there. You’re probably there right now just by reading this.

The bad news is that it’s extremely hard to stay on Step 2 for long. The Catch-22 here is that it’s not easy
to stay conscious of the fog because the fog makes you unconscious.

That’s the first challenge at hand. You can’t get rid of the fog, and you can’t always keep it thin, but you
can get better at noticing when it’s thick and develop e!ective strategies for thinning it out whenever
you consciously focus on it. If you’re evolving successfully, as you get older, you should be spending
more and more time on Step 2 and less and less on Step 1.

Step 3: Shocking Reality
I . . . a universe of atoms . . . an atom in the universe. —Richard Feynman

_________

Step 3 is when things start to get weird. Even on the more enlightened Step 2, we kind of think we’re
here:



happy earth land

As delightful as that is, it’s a complete delusion. We live our days as if we’re just here on this green and
brown land with our blue sky and our chipmunks and our caterpillars. But this is actually what’s
happening:

Little Earth

But even more actually, this is happening:



IDL TIFF file

We also tend to kind of think this is the situation:

life timeline

When really, it’s this:

long timeline

You might even think you’re a thing. Do you?



Thing

No you’re a ton of these:

atom

This is the next iteration of truth on our little staircase, and our brains can’t really handle it. Asking a
human to internalize the vastness of space or the eternity of time or the tininess of atoms is like asking
a dog to stand up on its hind legs—you can do it if you focus, but it’s a strain and you can’t hold it for
very long.

You can think about the facts anytime—The Big Bang was 13.8 billion years ago, which is about 130,000
times longer than humans have existed; if the sun were a ping pong ball in New York, the closest star to
us would be a ping pong ball in Atlanta; the Milky Way is so big that if you made a scale model of it that
was the size of the US, you would still need a microscope to see the sun; atoms are so small that there
are about as many atoms in one grain of salt as there are grains of sand on all the beaches on Earth.
But once in a while, when you deeply reflect on one of these facts, or when you’re in the right late night
conversation with the right person, or when you’re staring at the stars, or when you think too hard
about what death actually means—you have a Whoa moment.

A true Whoa moment is hard to come by and even harder to maintain for very long, like our dog’s
standing di"culties. Thinking about this level of reality is like looking at an amazing photo of the Grand
Canyon; a Whoa moment is like being at the Grand Canyon—the two experiences are similar but
somehow vastly di!erent. Facts can be fascinating, but only in a Whoa moment does your brain actually
wrap itself around true reality. In a Whoa moment, your brain for a second transcends what it’s been
built to do and o!ers you a brief glimpse into the astonishing truth of our existence. And a Whoa
moment is how you get to Step 3.

I love Whoa moments. They make me feel some intense combination of awe, elation, sadness, and
wonder. More than anything, they make me feel ridiculously, profoundly humble—and that level of
humility does weird things to a person. In those moments, all those words religious people use—awe,
worship, miracle, eternal connection—make perfect sense. I want to get on my knees and surrender.
This is when I feel spiritual.

And in those fleeting moments, there is no fog—my Higher Being is in full flow and can see everything
in perfect clarity. The normally-complicated world of morality is suddenly crystal clear, because the only
fathomable emotions on Step 3 are the most high-level. Any form of pettiness or hatred is a laughable
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concept up on Step 3—with no fog to obscure things, the animals are completely naked, exposed for
the sad little creatures that they are.

animals embarrassed

On Step 1, I snap back at the rude cashier, who had the nerve to be a dick to me. On Step 2, the
rudeness doesn’t faze me because I know it’s about him, not me, and that I have no idea what his day or
life has been like. On Step 3, I see myself as a miraculous arrangement of atoms in vast space that for a
split second in endless eternity has come together to form a moment of consciousness that is my life…
and I see that cashier as another moment of consciousness that happens to exist on the same speck of
time and space that I do. And the only possible emotion I could have for him on Step 3 is love.

cashier 2

In a Whoa moment’s transcendent level of consciousness, I see every interaction, every motivation,
every news headline in unusual clarity—and di"cult life decisions are much more obvious. I feel wise.

Of course, if this were my normal state, I’d be teaching monks somewhere on a mountain in Myanmar,
and I’m not teaching any monks anywhere because it’s not my normal state. Whoa moments are rare
and very soon after one, I’m back down here being a human again. But the emotions and the clarity of
Step 3 are so powerful, that even after you topple o! the step, some of it sticks around. Each time you
humiliate the animals, a little bit of their future power over you is diminished. And that’s why Step 3 is
so important—even though no one that I know can live permanently on Step 3, regular visits help you
dramatically in the ongoing Step 1 vs Step 2 battle, which makes you a better and happier person.

Step 3 is also the answer to anyone who accuses atheists of being amoral or cynical or nihilistic, or
wonders how atheists find any meaning in life without the hope and incentive of an afterlife. That’s a
Step 1 way to view an atheist, where life on Earth is taken for granted and it’s assumed that any positive



impulse or emotion must be due to circumstances outside of life. On Step 3, I feel immensely lucky to
be alive and can’t believe how cool it is that I’m a group of atoms that can think about atoms—on Step
3, life itself is more than enough to make me excited, hopeful, loving, and kind. But Step 3 is only
possible because science has cleared the way there, which is why Carl Sagan said that “science is not
only compatible with spirituality; it is a profound source of spirituality.” In this way, science is the
“prophet” of this framework—the one who reveals new truth to us and gives us an opportunity to alter
ourselves by accessing it.

So to recap so far—on Step 1, you’re in a delusional bubble that Step 2 pops. On Step 2, there’s much
more clarity about life, but it’s within a much bigger delusional bubble, one that Step 3 pops. But Step 3
is supposed to be total, fog-free clarity on truth—so how could there be another step?

Step 4: The Great Unknown
If we ever reach the point where we think we thoroughly understand who we are and where we came
from, we will have failed. —Carl Sagan

_________

The game so far has for the most part been clearing out fog to become as conscious as possible of
what we as people and as a species know about truth:

Step 1-3 Circles

On Step 4, we’re reminded of the complete truth—which is this:

Step 4 Circle

The fact is, any discussion of our full reality—of the truth of the universe or our existence—is a



complete delusion without acknowledging that big purple blob that makes up almost all of that reality.

But you know humans—they don’t like that purple blob one bit. Never have. The blob frightens and
humiliates humans, and we have a rich history of denying its existence entirely, which is like living on
the beach and pretending the ocean isn’t there. Instead, we just stamp our foot and claim that now
we’ve finally figured it all out. On the religious side, we invent myths and proclaim them as truth—and
even a devout religious believer reading this who stands by the truth of their particular book would
agree with me about the fabrication of the other few thousand books out there. On the science front,
we’ve managed to be consistently gullible in believing that “realizing you’ve been horribly wrong about
reality” is a phenomenon only of the past.

Having our understanding of reality overturned by a new groundbreaking discovery is like a shocking
twist in this epic mystery novel humanity is reading, and scientific progress is regularly dotted with
these twists—the Earth being round, the solar system being heliocentric, not geocentric, the discovery
of subatomic particles or galaxies other than our own, and evolutionary theory, to name a few. So how
is it possible, with the knowledge of all those breakthroughs, that Lord Kelvin, one of history’s greatest
scientists, said in the year 1900, “There is nothing new to be discovered in physics now. All that remains
is more and more precise measurement” —i.e. this time, all the twists actually are finished.

Of course, Kelvin was as wrong as every other arrogant scientist in history—the theory of general
relativity and then the theory of quantum mechanics would both topple science on its face over the
next century.

Even if we acknowledge today that there will be more twists in the future, we’re probably kind of
inclined to think we’ve figured out most of the major things and have a far closer-to-complete picture of
reality than the people who thought the Earth was flat. Which, to me, sounds like this:

Laughing

The fact is, let’s remember that we don’t know what the universe is. Is it everything? Is it one tiny bubble
in a multiverse frothing with bubbles? Is it not a bubble at all but an optical illusion hologram? And we
know about the Big Bang, but was that the beginning of everything? Did something arise from nothing,
or was it just the latest in a long series of expansion/collapse cycles?  We have no clue what dark
matter is, only that there’s a shit-ton of it in the universe, and when we discussed The Fermi Paradox, it
became entirely clear that science has no idea about whether there’s other life out there or how
advanced it might be. How about String Theory, which claims to be the secret to unifying the two grand
but seemingly-unrelated theories of the physical world, general relativity and quantum mechanics? It’s
either the grandest theory we’ve ever come up with or totally false, and there are great scientists on
both sides of this debate. And as laypeople, all we need to do is take a look at those two well-accepted
theories to realize how vastly di!erent reality can be from how it seems: like general relativity telling us
that if you flew to a black hole and circled around it a few times in intense gravity and then returned to
Earth a few hours after you left, decades would have passed on Earth while you were gone. And that’s
like an ice cream cone compared to the insane shit quantum mechanics tells us—like two particles
across the universe from one another being mysteriously linked to each other’s behavior, or a cat that’s
both alive and dead at the same time, until you look at it.

4
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And the thing is, everything I just mentioned is still within the realm of our understanding. As we
established earlier, compared to a more evolved level of consciousness, we might be like a three-year-
old, a monkey, or an ant—so why would we assume that we’re even capable of understanding
everything in that purple blob? A monkey can’t understand that the Earth is a round planet, let alone
that the solar system, galaxy, or universe exists. You could try to explain it to a monkey for years and it
wouldn’t be possible. So what are we completely incapable of grasping even if a more intelligent species
tried its hardest to explain it to us? Probably almost everything.

There are really two options when thinking about the big, big picture: be humble or be absurd.

The nonsensical thing about humans feigning certainty because we’re scared is that in the old days,
when it seemed on the surface that we were the center of all creation, uncertainty was frightening
because it made our reality seem so much bleaker than we had thought—but now, with so much more
uncovered, things look highly bleak for us as people and as a species, so our fear should welcome
uncertainty. Given my default outlook that I have a small handful of decades left and then an eternity of
nonexistence, the fact that we might be totally wrong sounds tremendously hopeful to me.

Ironically, when my thinking reaches the top of this rooted-in-atheism staircase, the notion that
something that seems divine to us might exist doesn’t seem so ridiculous anymore. I’m still totally
atheist when it comes to all human-created conceptions of a divine higher force—which all, in my
opinion, proclaim far too much certainty. But could a super-advanced force exist? It seems more than
likely. Could we have been created by something/someone bigger than us or be living as part of a
simulation without realizing it? Sure—I’m a three-year-old, remember, so who am I to say no?

To me, complete rational logic tells me to be atheist about all of the Earth’s religions and utterly
agnostic about the nature of our existence or the possible existence of a higher being. I don’t arrive
there via any form of faith, just by logic.

I find Step 4 mentally mind-blowing but I’m not sure I’m ever quite able to access it in a spiritual way like
I sometimes can with Step 3—Step 4 Whoa moments might be reserved for Einstein-level thinkers—but
even if I can’t get my feet up on Step 4, I can know it’s there, what it means, and I can remind myself of
its existence. So what does that do for me as a human?

Well remember that powerful humility I mentioned in Step 3? It multiplies that by 100. For reasons I just
discussed, it makes me feel more hopeful. And it leaves me feeling pleasantly resigned to the fact that I
will never understand what’s going on, which makes me feel like I can take my hand o! the wheel, sit
back, relax, and just enjoy the ride. In this way, I think Step 4 can make us live more in the present—if
I’m just a molecule floating around an ocean I can’t understand, I might as well just enjoy it.

The way Step 4 can serve humanity is by helping to crush the notion of certainty. Certainty is primitive,
leads to “us versus them” tribalism, and starts wars. We should be united in our uncertainty, not divided
over fabricated certainty. And the more humans turn around and look at that big purple blob, the better
o! we’ll be.

Why Wisdom is the Goal
Nothing clears fog like a deathbed, which is why it’s then that people can always see with more clarity
what they should have done di!erently—I wish I had spent less time working; I wish I had
communicated with my wife more; I wish I had traveled more; etc. The goal of personal growth should
be to gain that deathbed clarity while your life is still happening so you can actually do something about
it.

The way you do that is by developing as much wisdom as possible, as early as possible. To me, wisdom
is the most important thing to work towards as a human. It’s the big objective—the umbrella goal
under which all other goals fall into place. I believe I have one and only one chance to live, and I want to
do it in the most fulfilled and meaningful way possible—that’s the best outcome for me, and I do a lot
more good for the world that way. Wisdom gives people the insight to know what “fulfilled and
meaningful” actually means and the courage to make the choices that will get them there.

And while life experience can contribute to wisdom, I think wisdom is mostly already in all of our heads
—it’s everything the Higher Being knows. When we’re not wise, it’s because we don’t have access to the
Higher Being’s wisdom because it’s buried in fog. The fog is anti-wisdom, and when you move up the
staircase into a clearer place, wisdom is simply a by-product of that increased consciousness.

One thing I learned at some point is that growing old or growing tall is not the same as growing up.
Being a grownup is about your level of wisdom and the size of your mind’s scope—and it turns out that



it doesn’t especially correlate with age. After a certain age, growing up is about overcoming your fog,
and that’s about the person, not the age. I know some supremely wise older people, but there are also
a lot of people my age who seem much wiser than their parents about a lot of things. Someone on a
growth path whose fog thins as they age will become wiser with age, but I find the reverse happens
with people who don’t actively grow—the fog hardens around them and they actually become even less
conscious, and even more certain about everything, with age.

When I think about people I know, I realize that my level of respect and admiration for a person is
almost entirely in line with how wise and conscious a person I think they are. The people I hold in the
highest regard are the grownups in my life—and their ages completely vary.

Another Look at Religion in Light of this Framework:

This discussion helps clarify my issues with traditional organized religion. There are plenty of good
people, good ideas, good values, and good wisdom in the religious world, but to me that seems like
something happening in spite of religion and not because of it. Using religion for growth requires an
innovative take on things, since at a fundamental level, most religions seem to treat people like children
instead of pushing them to grow. Many of today’s religions play to people’s fog with “believe in this or
else…” fear-mongering and books that are often a rallying cry for ‘us vs. them’ divisiveness. They tell
people to look to ancient scripture for answers instead of the depths of the mind, and their stubborn
certainty when it comes to right and wrong often leaves them at the back of the pack when it comes to
the evolution of social issues. Their certainty when it comes to history ends up actively pushing their
followers away from truth—as evidenced by the 42% of Americans who have been deprived of knowing
the truth about evolution. (An even worse staircase criminal is the loathsome world of American politics,
with a culture that lives on Step 1 and where politicians appeal directly to people’s animals, deliberately
avoiding anything on Steps 2-4.)

So What Am I?
Yes, I’m an atheist, but atheism isn’t a growth model any more than “I don’t like rollerblading” is a
workout strategy.

So I’m making up a term for what I am—I’m a Truthist. In my framework, truth is what I’m always
looking for, truth is what I worship, and learning to see truth more easily and more often is what leads
to growth.

In Truthism, the goal is to grow wiser over time, and wisdom falls into your lap whenever you’re
conscious enough to see the truth about people, situations, the world, or the universe. The fog is what
stands in your way, making you unconscious, delusional, and small-minded, so the key day-to-day
growth strategy is staying cognizant of the fog and training your mind to try to see the full truth in any
situation.

Over time, you want your [Time on Step 2] / [Time on Step 1] ratio to go up a little bit each year, and you
want to get better and better at inducing Step 3 Whoa moments and reminding yourself of the Step 4
purple blob. If you do those things, I think you’re evolving in the best possible way, and it will have
profound e!ects on all aspects of your life.

That’s it. That’s Truthism.

Am I a good Truthist? I’m okay. Better than I used to be with a long way to go. But defining this
framework will help—I’ll know where to put my focus, what to be wary of, and how to evaluate my
progress, which will help me make sure I’m actually improving and lead to quicker growth.

To help keep me on mission, I made a Truthism logo:



logo

That’s my symbol, my mantra, my WWJD—it’s the thing I can look at when something good or bad
happens, when a big decision is at hand, or on a normal day as a reminder to stay aware of the fog and
keep my eye on the big picture.

And What Are You?
My challenge to you is to decide on a term for yourself that accurately sums up your growth framework.

If Christianity is your thing and it’s genuinely helping you grow, that word can be Christian. Maybe you
already have your own clear, well-defined advancement strategy and you just need a name for it. Maybe
Truthism hit home for you, resembles the way you already think, and you want to try being a Truthist
with me.

Or maybe you have no idea what your growth framework is, or what you’re using isn’t working. If either
A) you don’t feel like you’ve evolved in a meaningful way in the past couple years, or B) you aren’t able
to corroborate your values and philosophies with actual reasoning that matters to you, then you need
to find a new framework.

To do this, just ask yourself the same questions I asked myself: What’s the goal that you want to evolve
towards (and why is that the goal), what does the path look like that gets you there, what’s in your way,
and how do you overcome those obstacles? What are your practices on a day-to-day level, and what
should your progress look like year-to-year? Most importantly, how do you stay strong and maintain the
practice for years and years, not four days? After you’ve thought that through, name the framework and
make a symbol or mantra. (Then share your strategy in the comments or email me about it, because
articulating it helps clarify it in your head, and because it’s useful and interesting for others to hear
about your framework.)

I hope I’ve convinced you how important this is. Don’t wait until your deathbed to figure out what life is
all about.

___________

If you’re into Wait But Why, sign up for the Wait But Why email list and we’ll send you the new posts
right when they come out. That’s the only thing we use the list for—and since my posting schedule isn’t
exactly…regular…this is the best way to stay up-to-date with WBW posts.

If you’d like to support Wait But Why, here’s our Patreon.

To print this post or read it o#ine, try the PDF.

___________

Three other Wait But Why posts about things we should try to remember every
day:

Taming the Mammoth: Why You Should Stop Caring What Other People Think

The Cook and the Chef: Musk’s Secret Sauce

Life is a Picture, But You Live in a Pixel
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