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Chapter 1: 

The History and future of wisdom  
 

The Mapmaker and the Mystery 

Imagine being asked to map the whole of reality. Not just your 
neighborhood or town, but all of it. Galaxies and grasslands. Octopuses and 
octaves. Love and lightning. Everything. 

Next, you're given one napkin, a crayon, and 100 years to give it your best 
shot. 

That's not a bad way to describe being human. 

We do our best to navigate this vast and awe-inspiring universe, but we’ve 
been given limited tools: a body to capture information, a brain to process 
it, and a few decades of life. 

Confronted with this formidable task, we use the same tactic employed by 
every good mapmaker: we simplify. We shrink the reality before us into a 
manageable package. We sketch what fits on the napkin and then use it to 
navigate. Sometimes we get lost, but overall, the tactic works well. 

But over time, we commit the mapmaker's mistake: we forget that our 
navigational tool isn’t reality, but only its representation, which becomes 
outdated with each passing second.  

And just as importantly, we forget that our map depicts only small sections 
of Planet Earth, which is situated in our solar system within the Milky Way 
Galaxy, surrounded by an infinite cosmos.  

Wisdom, in part, is remembering our map is not reality. 

This book is an invitation to lift your eyes from your map and stand in awe 
of the reality and mystery that surround you. As you turn the pages, I hope 
it enriches the meaning and purpose in this one life you've been given. And 
I hope it offers a glimpse of the wisdom we’ve been searching for. 

Our first stop on this journey is to explore the question:  

Where did our search for wisdom begin? 

When Survival Taught Us Wisdom   

Once, we lived completely exposed.  

No roof to block the rain. No walls to trap the heat. No guarantee of food 
or safety. Just our small, fragile bodies in a vast and unpredictable world. 

To survive, we trained our bodies to pay close and constant attention. We 
tracked animal migrations by the faintest footprint. We watched stars for 
the turn of the seasons. We read the shape of trees for signs of water.  

Being attuned to the wonder and rhythms of the world could mean the 
difference between life or death.  

Our vulnerability meant we couldn’t survive on our own. So, we gathered 
in small groups, our lives interwoven by necessity. Each person had a role 
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that came with purpose and standards. Every person’s action could 
strengthen the group or put it at risk. For the community to flourish, every 
adult and child alike needed to understand their place and responsibility 
within it.  

Thus, education was integral to daily life, and school followed children 
everywhere. They learned by working alongside adults, and those 
contributions instilled a sense of belonging. Their games were fun, but they 
also served a purpose, such as honing their agility and instinct.  

And at night, we gathered as a community by firelight to hear elders tell 
stories. Not just for entertainment, but to pass on the invisible patterns of 
living wisely — what to value, what to fear, how to act, and how to be. 

Our way of life shaped how we saw ourselves. We were not masters of the 
earth, but humble participants.  We stood in awe of the deep order that we 
could sense but not control. 

And how we saw ourselves shaped how we understood wisdom. No matter 
the language or land, wisdom wasn’t power or dominance but wonder and 
reverence. It was a combination of the profound, practical, and purposeful.  

Wisdom was tied to the universe's profound and mysterious truths. Actions 
were wise if they aligned with those truths. Purpose and meaning were 
found in the quest to understand one’s place and role in the universe. 

Different ancient traditions described the same principles in their own 
unique and beautiful ways.  

The ancient Egyptians spoke of true and honorable actions that promoted 
harmony and right order in a cosmos where all things are bound together 
in an indestructible unity.  

Nordic wisdom was characterized by reverence for the divine forces, 
accompanied by an understanding of the interconnectedness of all things, 
and was expressed through a quest for knowledge, skills, and virtues.  

Jewish wisdom is characterized by fearing the Lord and acting justly in His 
creation by walking in His ways and observing His commandments.  

The same threads were woven throughout the traditions: a right 
relationship with reality, rooted in humility and lived with care. 

However, a tidal shift was coming—one that would redefine our 
notion of wisdom.  

When Wisdom Became Mastery 

The shift began as we crafted tools that deepened our grip on the world—
concrete that built astonishing structures, furnaces that forged stronger 
tools, paper that stored our ideas, and then printing presses and libraries 
that carried and collected those ideas far and wide.  

We also created ephemeral but powerful new structures.  Money and 
markets created trust between strangers who might not even meet. 
Institutions of law and government that protected and organized its 
citizens. Corporations that could coordinate people and machines to 
produce astonishing goods. Suddenly, we could dream, plan, and cooperate 
at scales that would have seemed godlike to our ancestors. 
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At some point, we reached beyond ourselves entirely. Microscopes revealed 
hidden worlds in a drop of water. Satellites transmitted data across vast 
distances. Telescopes pulled distant galaxies into our vision. This shift 
brought us extraordinary power.  

These tools shaped and improved our lives. We can now heal diseases that 
once decimated populations, communicate instantly across continents, and 
solve problems our ancestors couldn't have imagined.  

But these tools didn't just change what we could do. They changed how we 
saw ourselves. 

Where our ancestors once felt small before mystery, we felt capable of 
exploring it. We no longer trembled before the unseen; we charted it, 
named it, and made it manageable.  

This power came with a shift. We began to redefine wisdom itself. No 
longer focused on the profound and mysterious nature of reality, it was 
now about practical action, the ability to predict, plan, and master reality, 
including ourselves. 

Wisdom was redefined in those terms and shaped by the cultural values 
that shaped it. 

[SIDEBAR: Modern wisdom traditions: The practical became paramount 

Greco-Roman Traditions (c. 500 BCE – 400 CE, e.g., Plato, Aristotle, Roman Stoics): 
Wisdom was a human virtue—rational mastery of the self and one’s role in society. 
It emphasized ethics, logic, and civic duty, often grounded in reason’s ability to 
understand and shape nature. 

Stoicism (c. 300 BCE – 200 CE, e.g., Epictetus, Seneca, Marcus Aurelius):  Wisdom 
was inner sovereignty—freedom from passion, alignment with fate, and 
detachment from external outcomes. The wise person lived by reason, unmoved 
by fortune or fear. 

Humanistic & Enlightenment Traditions (1500s–1800s, e.g., Descartes, Kant, 
Rousseau):  Wisdom centered on human reason, autonomy, and progress. It 
emerged through critical inquiry, individual agency, and the belief that 
knowledge could improve society and overcome superstition. 

Modern Scientic & Psychological Models (1900s–present, e.g., Baltes, Ardelt, 
Jeste):  Wisdom is expert life knowledge—an integration of factual and procedural 
understanding with emotional regulation, tolerance for uncertainty, contextual 
awareness, and ethical reection.] 

In the Greco-Roman world, wisdom became the pursuit of knowledge and 
virtue through reason. To be wise was to understand the natural world and 
live by its rational principles. 

Stoic thinkers sharpened that view. Wisdom, they taught, meant accepting 
what we cannot control and acting virtuously on what we can. It was about 
cultivating inner peace through reason and duty. 

Today, many modern researchers define wisdom in more psychological 
terms. Thinkers like Paul Baltes and Dilip Jeste describe it as expert 
knowledge about life’s fundamental matters, a blend of cognitive skill, 
emotional regulation, and prosocial behavior. 

In each case, wisdom becomes internalized and human-centered. It is less 
about harmony with something beyond us, and more about mastering 
what’s within. 
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When Wisdom Meets the Miraculous 

We are now in the midst of our most incredible shift yet, driven once more 
by our tools. But unlike the tools from our past, these can change our world 
without our permission or understanding. 

Look at your phone for a moment. 

You’re holding a miracle, one that holds more computing power than 
NASA used to land on the moon. It lets you summon a car, tour another 
continent, or consult nearly all of human knowledge with just a few taps 
on a glass screen. 

Your ancestors would have called it magic. You call it Monday. The miracle 
in your hand is a small part of the significant shift underway.  

The rise of artificial intelligence. 

Today’s AI tools do more than help us think, they are thinking 
independently, amplifying our assumptions, magnifying our values, and 
intensifying the consequences of our choices. 

But they’re doing something more significant than amplifying us, they’re 
conditioning us. They train us to expect speed, simplicity, and certainty. In 
doing so, they influence what we notice, prioritize, and ignore.  

And they now have the power to bring our world to a halt, controlling 
critical infrastructure systems like smart electrical grids, air traffic control, 
water treatment plants, and financial trading. 

Our futures are entangled with these machines. We shape them as they 
shape us. The situation we face would be concerning even if we fully 
understood how these systems arrive at their conclusions. But their creators 
aren’t sure.  

No matter how powerful AI becomes, however, it will not process the 
world through the lens of a human body. We are the ones with hearts that 
feel and minds that wonder. 

AI can chart the arc of a famine, but it has never felt the pang of hunger. 

It can summarize every love story ever written, but it has never begged 
someone to stay. 
 
It does not swaddle a newborn. 
It does not cry by a graveside. 
It does not carry the weight of memory, mistakes, or grace. 

Unlike AI, we don’t just process reality. We participate in it. We add 
meaning to it. We feel its wonder. And those are essential to wisdom.  

We talk endlessly about AI, with both awe and anxiety, but at this crossroads 
in history, we must shift the discussion to answer this defining question.  

Will we have the wisdom to guide these tools—and to work with them—
so that our shared power serves life rather than controls it?  

We need an answer. Everything depends on what we do next. 
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The Mapmaker’s Invitation 

What is a map, if not an invitation from the mapmaker to explore new 
places, which are often filled with wonder. A mountain top vista. A 
different language. A bustling city. An expanse of water. 

Wisdom and wonder make great partners.  

When wonder strikes, we stand at the edge of something we don’t 
understand or didn’t notice before. Our minds must stretch to 
accommodate this strange, new, and unexpected aspect of reality. Those are 
the moments we grasp that we’re part of something greater than ourselves.   

A sense of wonder creates new perspectives and space for learning. It makes 
us more than curious; it makes us open. It turns us into people who ask 
better questions, who think more deeply, and who want to explore.  

This book is an invitation to wonder and explore.  

If you are reading this book, you also want to explore wisdom and apply it 
to the important questions you might be facing. How should I raise 
children or handle a sticky issue at work?  

While each of us has different life questions to answer, what underlies them 
is the existential questions we all must answer, the ones at the very heart of 
wisdom.  

Who am I becoming?  
Where am I now?  
What matters to me?  
How should I live, lead, and love? 

In an age of artificial intelligence, these questions matter more than ever 
because AI won’t just help us find answers.  

They’ll expand what we can see, and force us to reckon with what mysteries 
we’ve long taken for granted—consciousness, agency, morality, even the 
nature of reality itself.  

As machines grow more capable, the human task becomes more urgent: 
To stay rooted. To grow wise. 

And so we begin. 
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Chapter 2: Becoming Wise: Living in 
Right Relationship with Reality 
Most days, my mom seemed just like herself. She played piano each 
morning , though lately with more errors. She made my dad’s favorite soup, 
but left out the requisite noodles. She drove to a friend’s for coffee, then 
got lost when construction blocked her route. She left to buy popsicles for 
the grandkids and came back with ice cream. 

Each thing could be explained. But together they were strange. Was 
something going on? 

My siblings and I compared notes—a forgotten school pickup, a story told 
twice—but my dad wasn’t worried. We didn’t want to jump to conclusions, 
nor did we want to turn a blind eye. 

We wanted answers and information, but we didn’t know, and couldn’t 
know, what was happening in her brain. 

Looking back, I realize this is where my personal wisdom journey began. I 
had been researching wisdom for over a decade at that point, but this was 
much different. Could I live what I had been studying? 

I began to see that seeking wisdom doesn’t start with certainty. It begins 
with a willingness to face reality as it is, even when it is uncertain or painful. 
It means asking questions. Holding assumptions loosely. Staying humble 
enough to admit we don’t see the whole picture. 

That’s what my brothers and I were doing in those early months. We were 
trying—haltingly, imperfectly—to live in relationship with reality. To 
discern what was true, even when our perception was foggy. To respond 
with both care and courage. 

And this is the heart of wisdom. 

Not wisdom as a collection of clever sayings. Not wisdom as expert 
knowledge. Not wisdom as calm detachment. 

Wisdom is something deeper: 

Wisdom is a profound and rich relationship with reality that fosters a 
comprehensive understanding of its truths, which elicits actions in 
alignment with them. 

This isn’t the simple, popular definition of wisdom you often hear. It 
reframes wisdom as a right relationship with reality, one that is profound 
and rich. Wisdom, like any relationship, isn’t something we possess, but 
something we cultivate.  

The Wisdom Continuum 

In practice, then, our goal is to deepen our relationship with the slice of 
reality we can touch. We want to be attuned to what is real, producing an 
alignment of perception, emotion, and action with the truth of things.  

The wisdom continuum offers a framework for this attunement and 
insight into how wisdom evolves and transforms over time. Each one of us 
sits somewhere on the continuum depending on the strength of our 
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relationship reality. Where we sit exactly can shift from moment to 
moment and choice by choice. 

  

By naming the stages of the wisdom journey, we gain a way to reflect 
honestly and support one another on this journey. With a shared language, 
we can offer guidance without judgment, ask for help without shame, and 
honor each other’s path—even when it looks different from our own.  

The continuum isn’t a scorecard. It’s a guide for honest reflection. 

Disconnection lies at the far left of the continuum, a state that is out of 
alignment with reality. Sometimes this takes the form of innocence, such 
as a child who hasn’t yet developed the tools to make sense of the world. 
However, it can also manifest as distortion or denial, when we reject what 
is real because of fear, pride, or trauma. This rejection of reality often leads 
to actions that harm us or others. 

As we grow in understanding and our ability to act wisely, we progress in 
stages toward Perfect Wisdom. 

Limited Perception brings partial awareness. We see some of the picture, 
but not all. We may rely on assumptions, filters, or inherited beliefs that 
narrow our perspective and limit our ability to act wisely. 

Practical Wisdom emerges when we begin to live in closer alignment with 
reality. We act with care, make sound judgments, and learn from 
experience. 

Systemic Wisdom deepens that alignment. We recognize patterns across 
time, see how actions ripple outward, and respond with humility and 
foresight. 

Profound Wisdom is a rich and humble understanding of reality. It 
originates from a deep relationship with reality and a commitment to 
strengthen it. Our actions reflect alignment with what is true, sacred, and 
sustaining. 

At the far end of the continuum lies Perfect Wisdom—a complete and 
flawless alignment with reality in all its depth. None of us can reach it, 
because reality is too vast, too infinite. But it serves as a North Star. It 
reminds us that wisdom is not something we possess; it’s something we 
pursue. 

Journey Across the Continuum 

While living on the wise end of the spectrum is ideal, in practice, humans 
experience the whole continuum and its richness, as I discovered during 
the journey with my mom. 
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I started with disconnection, innocently and blissfully out of sync with 
the sliver of reality that was my mom’s disease. The changes in her brain 
were happening right in front of me, but my human senses couldn’t see 
them. 

Her early errors offered a limited perception of that reality, but I looked 
past them. In retrospect, my assumptions stemmed from both fear and 
incomplete information. But with hesitation, my brothers and I tried to 
piece reality together by sharing stories and comparing notes, and in so 
doing, we banded together as we tried to help her and to help each other. 

Practical wisdom required us to get her tested, providing much-needed 
information. The diagnosis of Alzheimer’s didn’t give us all the answers, 
like how fast it would progress or what choices we should make next. But 
it enabled us to take steps in line with reality, ones that respected both her 
independence and her safety. We adjusted how we asked her questions and 
quietly took on more of what she could no longer do. 

In time, I glimpsed systemic wisdom as our family became an 
interdependent and empathetic unit, our relationships deepening in ways 
I can barely put into words. My daughters and I had intimate conversations 
about how to handle my final years and days. Those talks not only 
strengthened our bond but stretched our sense of time, helping us see life 
and death, love and loss, as part of a larger pattern. 

And in her final days, I experienced what I can only describe as profound 
wisdom. Since she didn’t speak, I read her stories, which reminded of the 
times she had read to me and then, decades later, my daughters. Those 

beautiful memories inevitably brought tears that rolled gently down my 
cheeks. They also carried me into the future with encouragement to be the 
kind of grandparent who uses lots of voices while reading books and helps 
her daughters raise wise children.  

I wasn’t in control, but I was able to savor the profound richness of my slice 
of reality in all its beauty. 

Every one of us moves along this continuum. Some days we act with clarity 
and care. Other days, we resist or lose sight of what is real. We act, we learn, 
we fall back, we begin again. The question is never, “Do I possess wisdom?” 
The question is, “How well am I living in harmony with the reality around 
me?” 

The Four Pillars of Wisdom 

Four key principles can help us understand wisdom and facilitate our 
journey to the wiser end of the spectrum.  

1. Reality is the bedrock of wisdom 

Reality and wisdom are interconnected. If you knew everything about 
reality—its history, future, length, breadth, systems, inner workings, 
mysteries, purpose, and truths — you would think differently. You’d 
consider the consequences of your actions over space and time and act 
accordingly. And you would make choices that are not only good for 
yourself, but for everything around you, because you’d understand they are 
connected.   
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The Taoists offer a parallel insight: Wisdom is profound attunement to the 
world and our own nature, from which springs egoless spontaneity and actions 
that are in harmony with oneself and the cosmos.  

In other words, perfect wisdom and actions could be ours if we had a 
perfect understanding of reality, but this perfection is impossible to 
achieve. Most of reality is largely invisible to us, concealed in realms such 
as the subatomic world, the cosmos, and the vast expanse of time that 
encompasses both the past and the future. Our time-bound, biological 
bodies only experience a tiny part of reality.  

I learned to pursue reality doggedly during my mom’s journey, not as I wished it 
to be, but as it was. Clearly acknowledging all stages of her decline allowed me 
to act in line with the truth of her illness, and in doing so, I discovered that 
accepting reality doesn’t diminish life’s richness—it deepens it. 

2. Wisdom is tied to our relationship with reality 

Humans are participatory, embedded agents in the unfolding of reality. As 
such, we exist in relationship to each other, to time, to space, to matter, and 
to our actions. In turn, everything is related to us, creating a web of 
connections within which we find our place.  

Because we are part of this vast, interdependent web, wisdom calls us to live 
in right relationship with it. Caring for that relationship rewards us with a 
life of meaning, purpose, and enrichment.   

As my mom’s world changed, I began to feel how deeply our lives are intertwined 
with each other, and with time itself. Her decline altered each member of my 
family, and in turn, we impacted each other. Reality was not something 

happening to her alone; it was unfolding through all of us, shaping and being 
shaped by our choices. Wisdom, I learned, meant honoring the ties that bind us 
and the ripples that move through the whole. 

3. Understanding serves wisdom 

We often conflate understanding and wisdom, and therefore, assume 
experts and elders are more likely to be wise. This is not always the case.  
Even those with extraordinary knowledge and creativity, like Da Vinci or 
Einstein, see only a small sliver of reality’s whole.  

Knowing something is different than choosing and acting wisely. 
Understanding is essential to wisdom, but it is not wisdom itself. It 
becomes wisdom only when it is placed in service to what is right, good, 
and life-giving. 

My mom’s diagnosis of “Alzheimer’s” gave us more understanding, but scientific 
knowledge alone could not guide us. We still had to translate it into action, like 
when to take the car keys. Each choice required that information be accompanied 
by compassion, patience, and humility.  

4. Humility is essential to wisdom 

We don’t control relationships; we only participate in them. We are 
vulnerable in relationships, shaped by the actions of others as much as by 
our own. When it comes to our relationship with reality, we are a single 
thread in a boundless web we can neither know nor control. To be alive, 
then, is to live in a constant state of vulnerability. 
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In the face of an infinite universe, humility turns vulnerability into awe—
and awe, the beginning of wisdom. 

In my mom’s final year, we were both deeply vulnerable. There were no easy 
answers, no miracle drugs. All I could bring was courage and humility, and those 
allowed me to sit with her agony—and my own—without trying to fix what 
couldn’t be fixed.  

Bridging the Religion & Science Divide 

With a definition and framework in hand, we can now turn to a thorny 
issue: Does wisdom belong to religion or to science? 

At first glance, they seem to pull in opposite directions. Religion roots 
wisdom in the sacred, in reverence and trust in what is greater than us. 
Science seeks wisdom through empirical study, observing the world as it is 
and discarding assumptions that don’t fit the evidence. Too often, the two 
are treated as adversaries. Yet both, in their own way, are quests to live in a 
deeper relationship with reality. 

This is why the divide between religion and science is so tragic. Both 
cultivate wisdom, and both point to the definition of wisdom.  

From a religious faith perspective, wisdom is often defined as knowing 
and living in accordance with God’s will. In many traditions, wisdom 
flows from the divine, aligns with sacred teachings, and calls us to act justly, 
love mercy, and walk humbly with God. At first, our definition may sound 
too secular because it doesn’t name God directly. But if, as many believe, 
the divine is the source of all that exists—if creation itself is an expression 

of God—then seeking wisdom is inseparable from seeking God. To live in 
right relationship with reality is also to live in right relationship with the 
Creator. In this light, wisdom becomes both reverence and response.  This 
is true for people from non-deist traditions a well. Wisdom is cultivated  
through spiritual practices and reverent responses to the beauty and 
mysteries of the universe. 

From a scientific perspective, our definition of wisdom may seem too 
broad or abstract. Science demands rigor: empirical evidence, falsifiable 
hypotheses, and precise language—not vague notions like “harmony with 
reality.” The caution is justified. Yet science itself is one of humanity’s 
profound ways of cultivating wisdom. At its best, it is a disciplined 
relationship with natural reality. It asks us to see the world as it is, not as we 
wish it to be. It demands intellectual humility, requiring beliefs to bow 
before evidence—and it teaches us to hold even cherished theories lightly 
when reality proves otherwise. Far from opposing wisdom, science 
embodies the very posture our definition calls for: a humble, careful, 
lifelong pursuit of truth. 

Religion and spirituality are not adversaries of science. They can be 
partners in the pursuit of knowledge and understanding. Spirituality 
reminds us that reality is sacred and interconnected, calling us to reverence 
and stewardship. Science reminds us that reality must be approached with 
rigor and humility, calling us to conduct careful observations and maintain 
intellectual honesty. Together, they expand our vision and deepen our 
pursuit of wisdom. 
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For my family, that combination was essential. Without science, we may 
have wandered in confusion. Without faith, we (especially my mom) may 
have lacked hope and a measure of peace. Neither erased her suffering, but 
each helped her live, and helped us live with her, in a better relationship to 
reality. 

For my family, that partnership mattered. Science gave us clarity—the diagnosis 
of Alzheimer’s offered language for what we were facing. Faith gave us courage 
and peace, grounding her in prayer, music, and simple acts of love. Neither could 
have carried us alone, but together they helped us live with her and with reality 
more fully. 

A Treasure Trove, Waiting to Be Reclaimed 

What I learned from my mom is that practices matter. Wisdom doesn’t live 
in grand ideas; it grows in embodied ways of meeting reality with our 
minds, our hands, and our hearts. Practices are how we learn from reality, 
how we shape it, and how we allow it to shape us. 

And this brings us back to the definition of wisdom itself: a profound 
relationship with reality that fosters understanding and attunement, 
which then draws forth right action. 

All wisdom practices—no matter their origin—exist to serve that 
relationship. They help us experience the vast nature of reality.  

Physics uncovers the elegance of matter and energy. 

 
Meditation reveals the textures of consciousness. 

Philosophy tests the moral weight of our choices. 

Each lens offers only a partial view, but together they help us see more of 
what is real. 

Taken as a whole, these practices form what might be called an ecosystem of 
formation: a deliberate balance of mental, physical, and spiritual disciplines 
that, like a living system, sustains health through diversity and interaction. 

 Each practice corrects the blind spots of another. The mind, body, and 
spirit learn to cooperate rather than compete. When this ecosystem thrives, 
it forms people who are steady, humble, and wise—people capable of living 
in right relationship with reality. 

And we already have the tools. Humanity has been cultivating them for 
millennia. 

 
Want to explore the fabric of the universe?  
—Physics and mathematics reveal hidden patterns of matter and motion. 

Want to understand the mind and heal relationships? 
 —Psychology and therapy integrate emotion and intellect. 

Want to care for the body that grounds awareness? 
 —Exercise and movement teach balance, endurance, and humility. 

Want to awaken the spirit? 
—Prayer, meditation, and communal ritual open space for reverence. 

Want to expand perception through creativity? 
—Art and music train imagination, empathy, and attention. 
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Want to uncover insights from large data sets? 
—Data science and AI process and model them quickly and accurately. 

Each practice strengthens a different muscle of wisdom—attention, 
humility, discernment, connection. 

Together they form a living workshop, a human ecology of formation, 
where we are shaped not merely to know more, but to live more wisely. 
Formation doesn’t only happen in cathedrals or classrooms. It unfolds 
everywhere: in conversations and crises, rituals and routines, silence and 
surprise.  

And this work of formation will become even more vital in the age of 
artificial intelligence.  

Machines can process data faster than we can, but they cannot be formed. 
They do not practice. They do not grow through failure, love, or the slow 
shaping of conscience. If our tools are to serve humanity rather than hollow 
it out, we must become people who use them wisely—cultivating the very 
capacities that algorithms cannot replicate: discernment, empathy, 
humility, and meaning. 

The challenge ahead is not to invent new sources of wisdom but to 
remember and reclaim the ones we already have—and to practice them 
with renewed purpose. Wisdom was never meant to sit on a shelf; it was 
meant to be lived. 

The Good Goodbye 

My mom and I were always best friends, and that bond remained when 
nearly everything else fell away. When she saw me, she would cry as if she’d 
found home.  

Each memory she lost opened a door to something quieter, more essential. 
Her childlike innocence allowed us to meet each other anew, not as mother 
and daughter, but as two souls learning how to say goodbye. Love at the 
edge of life doesn’t need words; it only needs presence. 

In those final days, I learned again that wisdom is not about mastering 
reality, but about meeting it—its mystery, its beauty, its pain—with 
humility and tenderness.  

Reality will always be larger than us, but we can continue to grow in our 
relationship with it: with curiosity, courage, and care. 

 
 

[Sidebar] 
Unraveling Wisdom Puzzles 

For centuries, these questions about wisdom have baffled us. But when we 
apply this definition, the answers grow clearer—and sometimes 
surprisingly different from the usual assumptions. 

Does wisdom increase with age? 
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Neither “yes” nor “no” captures the whole picture. Our definition offers a 
better lens. 

Living longer extends our relationship with reality. We accumulate 
experiences that deepen understanding, foster humility, and kindle awe. A 
lifetime of watching patterns unfold—seeing how choices ripple through 
decades, witnessing the cycles of growth and loss—often enriches 
perspective in irreplaceable ways. 

Yet aging also constrains our engagement with reality. Bodies change, 
senses dim, and minds may falter. Illness, trauma, and the weight of past 
choices can distort perception. 

And wisdom isn’t tied to age alone. Younger people sometimes display 
profound insight, seeing aspects of reality with clarity their elders may 
miss. 
Insight: Age doesn’t guarantee wisdom, but it provides something 
invaluable: temporal depth. The real question isn’t whether we are old 
enough to be wise, but whether we’ve learned to harvest and apply insight 
during the time we’ve lived in reality. 

Why can even wise people have foolish moments? 

Because wisdom is not a permanent possession, but a dynamic relationship 
with reality. 

Vincent van Gogh illustrates this paradox. His paintings reveal 
extraordinary attunement to reality—the way light dances across wheat 
fields, how emotion pulses through color. In those creative moments, his 
relationship with reality was electric and profound. Yet he also battled 

severe mental illness that fractured his perception and disrupted his 
responses. 
The same person who could capture transcendent beauty on canvas could 
also make baffling or destructive choices. 

Insight: Wisdom is never “achieved once and for all.” It is something we 
cultivate, lose, and rediscover. We move back and forth along the wisdom 
continuum throughout our lives. We’re not wise or foolish—we’re always 
becoming, always in relationship, always capable of both profound insight 
and human limitation. 
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    --Sidebar -- The Wisdom Continuum           
Disconnection 
A distorted or limited relationship with reality. 
Innocence is marked by unawareness; distortion by a break with reality. 
Both lead to choices out of sync with how the world works. 

 
Limited Perception 
A narrowed view shaped by habit, culture, or personal constraints. 
Some truths are visible, but the picture is fragmented. 
This dimension often dominates in high-stress or early developmental stages. 

 
Practical Wisdom 
An informed ability to navigate real-world situations. 
This dimension brings experience, judgment, and adaptability—but usually within familiar contexts. 
It’s deeply valuable but may miss larger patterns or deeper principles.  

 
Systemic Wisdom 
Systemic wisdom sees beyond events to patterns, causes, and long arcs of consequence. An expanded understanding of how 
things interconnect—over time, across systems, through relationships. 
It invites humility, complexity, and a more spacious form of discernment. 

 
Profound Wisdom 
A deep, lived alignment with reality—its truths, mysteries, and unfolding nature. 
It recognizes the limits of what we can know, while committing to right action.  Profound wisdom seeks harmony with what is 
most real—whether we call it nature, truth, the divine, or the architecture of the cosmos. 

 
Perfect Wisdom 
Perfect wisdom reflects complete and unbroken alignment with reality—a fully rich and right relationship with all that is. 
Because we are limited by biology, time, and perspective, perfect wisdom is not something we attain, but something we aim 
toward, a conceptual horizon that orients our growth. 


