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• GRATITUDE •

This book is dedicaTed to my wife, Angela, to whom I am clos-
est. We talk about wisdom, directly or indirectly, quite often, and 
she has only helped me to better understand myself, America, 
and humanity in general. She wants what is best for me, and that 
is a fantastic thing.

I dedicate it to my mother as well, without whom I would not 
be where I am today.  

I wish that statement was pure praise, but it isn’t. However, 
she no doubt possesses much that is good and admirable, and has 
passed some of it on to me in one way or another. Paradoxically, 
it is perhaps my mother’s shortcomings that have contributed 
more to my interest in wisdom! It might be that the challenge, 
vexation, and frustration I feel at times require that I dig deep to 
pull out the best within me. If true, I probably would not have 
written a book of this size and subject if I were a happier, more 
well-adjusted son. Fortune is certainly an interesting and some-
times counterintuitive thing!
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Of Dwarfs and Giants...

I am very impressed by a 2010 book by Stephen S. Hall titled 
Wisdom: From Philosophy to Neuroscience. About it renowned 
neuroscientist Joseph LeDoux writes: “Stephen Hall has done it 
again. He masterfully explains how ‘wisdom’ comes out of the 
brain without oversimplifying the enormously complex topic.” 
Not only do I cite his words and findings often in this book, but 
also I used it as a springboard from which to begin to write the 
present work! 

I cite Hall’s book liberally so that the reader can benefit from 
the wisdom it offers. To be conservative and respectful, I will sug-
gest that the reader purchase and read Wisdom: From Philosophy 
to Neuroscience when they next pick up a book on wisdom, sci-
ence, philosophy, etc.

We [the moderns] are like dwarfs sitting on the shoulders of 
giants [the ancients]. Our glance can thus take in more things 
and reach farther than theirs. It is not because our sight is 
sharper nor our height greater than theirs; it is that we are 
carried and elevated by the high stature of the giants.

—Bernard of Chartres



When I allow myself to hope that the world will emerge from 
its present troubles, and that it will someday learn to give the 
direction of its affairs not to cruel mountebanks, but to men 
possessed of wisdom and courage, I see before me a shining 
vision: a world where none are hungry, where few are ill, 
where work is pleasant and tolerable, where [kindness and 
connectedness to others] is common, and where minds released 
from fear create delight for eye and ear and heart. Do not say 
this is impossible. It is not impossible.

—Bertrand Russell

Rational or free action involves no exemption from having one’s 
actions caused, and no absence of passion. It does not even 
involve any exemption from the universal human condition 
of walking in darkness. Through the darkness, however, 
philosophers walk with a torch of self-knowledge.

—César Dumarsais Chesneau
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• INTRODUCTION • 

“PhilosoPhy begins in wonder,” the renowned philoso-
pher Plato revealed centuries ago. Philosophy has at least three 
meanings: the academic discipline, the college course, and the 
valuable, challenging “tool” (or subject, method, or process) we 
all have free access to. The latter is an excellent way to try to 
apprehend wisdom, and though philosophizing is not a simple 
process, it is by no means too complex to be considered useful or 
intriguing (as I personally consider mathematics to be). The late 
philosopher par excellence, Bertrand Russell, shares the following 
enlightening aspect of this beautiful method: “Philosophy, though 
unable to tell us with certainty what is the true answer to the 
doubts which it raises, is able to suggest many possibilities which 
enlarge our thoughts and free them from the tyranny of custom.”

For nearly 3,000 years, the wise lived among us and, occa-
sionally, became noted political, religious, or military leaders. But 
just as the citizens of Athens voted to execute Socrates in 379 
B.C.E., today we seem to underappreciate wisdom. Or at least, 
it is difficult to hear wise voices above the din, the distraction, 
and the disinformation that now plague society! Teachers, reli-
gious leaders, scholars, and philosophers have much to teach 
Americans, yet it is the titan of industry, the business mogul, the 
sports star, and the celebrity who garner the lion’s share of re-
sources, attention, and respect. I often wonder what has gone so 
awry in America, and this book directly features important ques-
tions—and indirectly offers potential answers from ostensibly wise 
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individuals (and me, too).
War is an interesting case in point for contemplating and un-

derstanding wisdom. “War is hell,” it has rightfully been claimed. 
Clearly, as the Vietnam War (from the perspectives of both sides) 
showed, the negative results of violence and aggression can be 
atrocious. Yet, societies from ancient Assyria to modern America 
valorize it, profit from it, and gain various political and material 
advantages from it. It has been with us, and based on the fact 
that the United States is the number one arms dealer to the world, 
and we collectively have over four hundred million firearms, it 
doesn’t seem to be going away anytime soon! Individuals can talk 
inspiringly of peace and of independence, but what do you do if 
you’re the leader of the ancient Israelites and hostile neighbors 
are breathing down your neck? Or France in the late 1930s? At 
times in history, as illustrated so adeptly by J. R. R. Tolkien in his 
Lord of the Rings trilogy, the choice is clear: fight or die. 

When it comes to aggression and violence in our hearts and 
our past, history describes what happened, and psychology asks, 
what do human beings do? But it is philosophy that poses pen-
etrating and fascinating questions about such matters (and that 
can be difficult to answer successfully). Ever since a Greek poet 
known to history as Homer compiled oral traditions from as long 
ago as 3,000 years, in the epic poem The Iliad, or the historian 
Thucydides penned the History of the Peloponnesian War, it has 
been a philosophical quest to discover answers to big questions 
such as: why do human beings fight so?; what is the nature of 
envy?; are we peace-loving or vengeful at heart?; and, how can 
humanity transcend violence? And ethics delves into matters such 
as: when is it right to fight?; under what conditions is aggression 
justifiable?; and, what ought I/we to do? One can respect the 
truth in history, or the utility of psychology, but one can surely see 
the wisdom inherent in philosophizing about debatable matters 
such as anger, violence, and hatred.
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“Whether by choice or by necessity, war has been a constant 
throughout human history,” according to Nicholas Day. He adds, 
“All civilizations have had to grapple with the questions it raises. 
The stories we tell of war, the justifications we find for violence, 
and the condolences we seek for loss all reveal something about 
our values.” Yet, many thousands of very compelling quotations 
about peace, mercy, and love of one’s neighbor have come down 
to us through the centuries. This is because peace is a bona fide 
value that humanity longs for, needs, and benefits from. 

Peace is of unparalleled good, no doubt, and yet war can 
be the better choice at certain times. The same can be said for 
aggression, anger, and violence in regard to both movements 
within society (e.g., the Civil Rights struggle in the United States, 
or the anti-apartheid movement in South Africa) as well as for 
individuals. Namely, when it is better to stand up, clench fists, and 
face down an opponent—or to do the opposite? Do we listen to 
those urging us to take up arms against oppressors and aggres-
sors, or beat our swords into plowshares? Which path is chosen 
at a given juncture can, as poet Robert Frost put it, “make all the 
difference.” How is it possible to know what is right, rational, and 
justified? There are countless methods—often swayed by supersti-
tions, group dynamics, charismatic leaders, and emotion—but the 
ideal answer is wisdom. 

Many philosophies, belief systems, and religious frameworks 
have been proposed since humans first attempted to understand 
what life is about, how to relate to each other, and what it all 
means. The last 2,500 years—a mere blip on the evolutionary 
time scale—have brought unimaginable progress, sophistication, 
and prosperity. But one look around tells a perceptive person that 
something is not right. 

When I look within or listen carefully to someone’s woes, it is 
fairly clear that wisdom has the power to alleviate much pain and 
prevent many missteps in life. I know that individuals and societies 
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have struggled throughout history, but it is disheartening to see 
my country so benighted and seemingly unable to solve solvable 
problems. We are truly troubled. 

It has become increasingly obvious during the time I have 
been watching important national and geopolitical events tran-
spire (i.e., 30 years) how little emphasis America as a nation 
puts on wisdom. The evidence is strewn about as if a hurricane 
blew through. It is worth remembering, as the acclaimed poet 
Alexander Pope noted: “Just as the twig is bent the tree’s in-
clined.” Too many children are growing up to be largely selfish, 
ignorant, socially isolated, incompetent, and unwise. The post-
World-War-II generation may have accomplished much, but they 
left subsequent generations with a huge amount of debt, an envi-
ronmentally devastated Earth, and an infotainment nightmare of 
large proportions. 

As I watched Congress present drastically different views 
of Donald Trump and the nefarious deeds chronicled in the 
lengthy Mueller report (as well as impeachment number two); as 
I thought about how vaccines are largely responsible for a huge 
intellectual and emotional rift between my mother and sister and 
me; when I think back on my deceased father; as I witnessed the 
rioters storm the U.S. Capitol; when I think about my career chal-
lenges; as I see how the coronavirus pandemic tears at America’s 
already damaged social fabric; as I contemplate all these issues, 
problems, and outrages, I have felt and continue to feel anxious 
and disheartened. It seems as though everyone everywhere is 
exasperated and lacks the vision and will to disentangle the knots 
that bind us all.

Wisdom is that skill/trait/virtue that reduces excessive alco-
hol consumption, keeps us out of geopolitical catastrophes, pre-
vents unwanted pregnancies, allows us to successfully save for 
retirement, and helps us avoid a thousand other maladies and 
mistakes. At the risk of sounding trite, I wholeheartedly maintain 
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that wisdom is a treasure beyond measure. And yet it cannot be 
bought, stolen, or easily taught. It’s a fascinating subject and a 
virtue of unparalleled power. 

It is, however, a challenge to define. It is not wrong to say, as 
Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart did of pornography: “It is 
difficult to define, but you know it when you see it.” It is worth 
pointing out, though, that pap sometimes masquerades as wis-
dom, hence the popularity of advertisement-ridden quote web-
sites. We also tend to believe that if a person of high social stature 
said something it must be true—but that is nothing more than a 
“rule of thumb” (more on critical thinking in future chapters). 

If someone relates how they solved a problem, how they 
dealt with a moral dilemma, or came to some conclusion after 
looking carefully at an issue, it tends to elicit an eyebrow-raise, a 
head nod, a bit of a smirk, or perhaps an, Ok I like that! I see what 
you did there! A pastor who is spot-on with a homily or sermon 
is tapping into timeless wisdom. A song that has the power to 
bring a tear to one’s eye is speaking to that which is common to 
countless others. Knowing when to use power, and when to show 
mercy. These are examples of what wisdom looks and feels like.

Wisdom is an exciting topic, and it has many facets (which 
of course I delve into in this book, one chapter at a time). The 
following beautiful paragraph by Paul Stearns illustrates some of 
the nuance that marks philosophy (and a branch within it, ethics), 
“the great ideas,” values, virtues, practical psychology, and the 
intellectual tradition: 

From the Stoics, we can learn to distinguish between what 
is in our control and what is not, and to avoid investing our 
hopes in what is not in our control. This can free us from many 
neurotic behaviors. From some religions, such as Buddhism, 
we can learn stillness, and realize the interconnectedness of 
all things. We can learn “the way of being instead of having” 
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(Erich Fromm). Empathy and community grow from these 
insights which, in turn, nourish some of the deepest forms of 
happiness and human actualization. From Epicurus, we learn 
how to avoid vain desires, and to not give in to the advertisers 
and emotions that create them. So, we learn to live a simple 
and deeply meaningful life built around relationships, clean 
living, and reflection. From Socrates and Plato, we learn to 
use the Socratic Method of persistent inquiry, which leads 
to humility, wisdom, and provides ways to cultivate health 
and virtue, where health is the harmony of the body, and 
virtue is the harmony of the soul or mind. From Aristotle, we 
learn moderation and how to cultivate virtuous habits. These 
examples are a taste for the wisdom found in philosophy. 
So, we should live well; and this means we should study 
philosophy.

While I promise that the reader who perseveres will know 
more about wisdom, values, and virtues than the average person, 
I suspect that if asked to communicate what wisdom is, they still 
will not be able to sum it up succinctly and eloquently because 
it’s just, well, complex. The study of wisdom isn’t challenging the 
way quantum physics is, but it’s not a cut-and-dried concept that 
can be easily or fully internalized. But then, nothing worth hav-
ing comes easily. Frankly, one impediment to wisdom was put 
eloquently twenty centuries ago by the Roman writer Seneca, 
“Many people could attain wisdom if they were not convinced 
that they had already done so.”

So, for the first time of many, I will quote the late expert on 
wisdom, author Copthorne Macdonald. He wrote the following 
in his book Toward Wisdom: Finding Our Way to Inner Peace, Love, 
and Happiness, and it amounts to a quick and dirty sketch of what 
wisdom is:

Short statements about wisdom can be helpful as long as we 
realize that each expresses only part of the truth. Having said 
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that, it seems likely that wisdom involves:

 • seeing things clearly; seeing things as they are
 • acting in prudent and effective ways
 • making decisions with the well-being of the whole in mind
 • deeply understanding the human and cosmic situation, 

mankind’s experience, and human nature
 • knowing when to act and when not to
 • being able to handle whatever arises with equanimity, and 

to deal with such issues in a compassionate and holistic 
way

 • being able to anticipate potential problems and avoid 
them.

Macdonald subsequently emphasizes, “Each of these state-
ments helps clarify some aspect of wisdom, but none tells the 
whole story—reveals the gestalt, if you will.” 

As far as it is known, the human brain (and mind, which are 
inextricably connected yet separate things!) is the most sophisti-
cated thing in the universe. Discerning, disentangling, and discov-
ering the nature of human nature has been a challenge ever since 
human beings began to delve into such matters. Nothing about 
politics, psychology, or ethics is simple and tidy; this was so for 
Socrates and the philosophers who came before him, and they 
are still shrouded in some mystery. Many issues and phenomena 
of a philosophical nature are knotty and challenging both to un-
derstand and put into practice. One look around should validate 
the claim that politics is neither simple nor settled. 

Something human beings have going for us is that we are 
unendingly curious, extremely intelligent, and capable of great 
insights—from quantum physics to astrophysics. Problems and 
challenges have been falling like dominoes for Homo sapiens for 
the past ten thousand years. Yet rather than having ushered in a 
utopia for the citizens of the world, humanity’s Doomsday Clock 
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sits at about an hour to midnight! Despite how far we have come, 
we have gotten virtually nowhere. The late General Omar Bradley 
astutely noted, “The world has achieved brilliance without wis-
dom, power without conscience. Ours is a world of nuclear gi-
ants and ethical infants.” 

With all the debt, carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, and pov-
erty plaguing the nation as well as the world, America is at the 
point where careful contemplation and philosophical dialogue 
are glaringly absent. It always amazes me how few individuals 
take more than one (if that!) philosophy class in their entire lives. 
With all the time spent on computer games and reality television 
shows, reading a paper book seems to be rare nowadays. A soci-
ety that fails to facilitate the production of deeply and substantial-
ly educated citizens is not going to do well. 

But philosophizing is something everyone is capable of (with 
learning and practice), and it can be very illuminating and reward-
ing! Philosophy and psychology played such an important role 
in my precarious adolescence that someone once pointed out, 
“Socrates saved you.” Cornel West, that inimitable individual who 
wears many professional hats, says of philosophy:

Despite what many people think or tend to believe they think, 
philosophy isn’t as complex as it seems. In fact, it’s quite simple 
if you just take a moment to adjust your mindset. Because 
really, philosophy is just curiosity. Curiosity about the world 
and the people and things that live in it. It’s a channel we 
use to seek understanding about others and to connect the 
information we know and live by. 

What follows is an example of putting wisdom into practice 
(an overarching theme of this book). In a 2020 article in The 
Atlantic, Ed Yong delves into what he frames as “America trapped 
in a pandemic spiral.” As of this writing, the country is absolute-
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ly stuck in a bear trap (mostly of our own making!); American 
citizens’ record in terms of dealing with COVID-19 (as of early 
2022) is as shocking as it is disappointing. Yong penned a cou-
ple of paragraphs I think will shed light on what I’m trying to 
communicate:

Many Americans trusted intuition to help guide them through 
this disaster. They grabbed onto whatever solution was most 
prominent in the moment, and bounced from one (often false) 
hope to the next. They saw the actions that individual people 
were taking, and blamed and shamed their neighbors. They 
lapsed into magical thinking and believed that the world would 
return to normal within months. Following these impulses 
was simpler than navigating a web of solutions, staring down 
broken systems, and accepting that the pandemic would rage 
for at least a year.

These conceptual errors were not egregious lies or conspiracy 
theories, but they were still dangerous. They manifested again 
and again, distorting the debate around whether to stay at 
home, wear masks, or open colleges. They prevented citizens 
from grasping the scope of the crisis and pushed leaders 
toward bad policies. And instead of overriding misleading 
intuitions with calm and considered communication, those 
leaders intensified them. The country is now trapped in an 
“intuition nightmare”....

This is a brilliant glimpse into the nature of wisdom and how 
it has the potential to pay amazing dividends—if one puts in the 
investment up front. Yong is pointing out that intuition, a part of 
wisdom, is not a skill or capacity that one simply has because they 
are a nice person, an intelligent person, or a lucky person. No 
wrestler can win the match without intensive training, and no lov-
er of wisdom can expect to possess and benefit from the beauty 
and power that wisdom entails without due effort. Again, wisdom 
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is free to all who desire it, but it is not simple, easy, or quick.
We are living in a time and place where so many seem to 

be so sure about how much they know, often about some very 
complex topics! In countless school board meetings, at nearly 
every table during Thanksgiving, and on virtually all social media, 
emotions run high and battle lines are drawn. Truth falls along a 
continuum: from complete bullshit all the way to wisdom worthy 
of Solomon. Though I’m not entirely confident that capital-T Truth 
is relative, we all must perceive the abstruse and noble phenom-
enon, so some of us necessarily apprehend it more fully and as-
tutely than certain others do—and this can change from year to 
year, subject to subject. 

The noted psychologist Fritz Perls maintained (rightly, I think) 
that “truth can be tolerated only if you discover it for yourself.” 
We Americans are living in a time and place not of uniform re-
spect for a venerated and largely similar conception of Truth (as 
well as other values, such as liberty and morality), but a time of 
maximum subjectivity and egocentrism. A heterogenous society 
that allows anyone to do it however they want, and one of waning 
respect for agreed-upon values and institutions, is a recipe for 
discord and fragmentation. Alarmingly, the great humanistic psy-
chologist Erich Fromm theorized about this state of affairs more 
than fifty years ago. I think in a way America is experiencing its 
adolescence, and a quote by a giant in the field of developmental 
psychology, G. Stanley Hall, goes: “Adolescence is when the very 
worst and best impulses in the human soul struggle against each 
other for possession.” 

Though the preceding paragraphs can be alarming (and are 
to me!), wisdom is our friend. It recognizes things that can easi-
ly be overlooked; wisdom sees deeply into the nature of things 
and perceives values, significance, and wonder. It is a rigorously 
efficient perception of reality. It transcends sense perception, rou-
tine cognition, cultural programming, errors in thinking, and mere 
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feelings. The true beauty and power of wisdom can be glimpsed 
when one understands the complexities and the possibilities that 
can be perceived and felt deep in the “emotional brain”—and 
processed by the powerful more recently developed parts of the 
brain. 

Author Jan Phillips notes that “the ability to hold two con-
tradictory thoughts simultaneously is not just a matter of true 
genius; it is a matter of true freedom.” Noted physicist Wolfgang 
Pauli indicated that “the only acceptable point of view appears to 
be the one that recognizes both sides of reality—the quantitative 
and the qualitative, the physical and the psychical—as compatible 
with each other, and can embrace them simultaneously.” Each of 
us, at one time or another, glimpses the extremely nuanced and 
intriguing nature of reality. This is tantamount to wisdom. 

I have been looking into wisdom for nearly two decades and 
have come to believe that wisdom is not only one of humanity’s 
highest aspirations, but also our best hope. I firmly believe that 
this potent and sought-after skill (or, alternatively, an attribute, 
characteristic, or phenomenon) can help us navigate most of the 
challenging aspects of being human. 

Rather than fret that this moment in the life of the republic 
portends the decline of American hegemony and America’s 
unique culture, I just might be able to find some solace in what 
modern philosopher Alain de Botton referred to as “the consola-
tions of philosophy.” Socrates stayed true to his values even unto 
death, so I believe America needs its lovers of wisdom to keep 
their chins up and face the storm. And if worse comes to worst, 
all people of goodwill can take heart in the fact that when they 
were living in “times that try men’s souls,” they stood up straight, 
remembered their character, and did their best. 

Wisdom can be helpful in interpersonal relations, business 
matters, philosophical/ethical conundrums, religious quandaries, 
daily dilemmas, and the various and sundry challenges we each 
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face simply by being alive. The Buddhists are a great example of 
the ability to use wisdom to make the road we must walk easier 
on our soles—as well as on our figurative souls! 

I’m describing a skill or adaptation like creativity, self-disci-
pline, courage, intuition, or love. It is akin to a personality trait, 
but not exactly synonymous with the term. It can’t be bought or 
possessed per se, but those who develop psychological strength 
and “inner knowing” will outcompete and outlive those who lack 
them. In fact, wisdom underlies so much—success, fulfillment, 
and prosperity—that it’s almost unnoticeable!

The issue here is not whether wisdom is a remarkable and po-
tent asset. Socrates, Confucius, Jesus, the Buddha, Hypatia, and 
countless others have known this and heralded it for centuries. 
It is a good of unparalleled proportions. Thomas Aquinas noted 
that “of all the pursuits open to men, the search for wisdom is 
more perfect, more sublime, more profitable, and more full of 
joy.” And one look within will confirm this for each of us. The rub 
is that it is at times very difficult to actualize. 

Following leaders blindly, becoming addicted to mind-alter-
ing substances, belonging to religious sects (such as Scientology 
or Wahhabism), bullying other people, or committing mass 
murder—these, among numerous other actions and practices, all 
signal that one is out of touch with wisdom. I have even taken to 
calmly saying, “That is exceedingly unwise!” in reaction to some 
of the utterly inexplicable behavior I see on the nightly news or 
read about in the news magazine The Week.

I believe wisdom does lie within many of us and could be 
so much more loved and manifested by billions of others. (The 
word philosophy, derived from Greek, is “love of wisdom”). I 
don’t even know whether wisdom can effectively be taught in 
the manner in which tennis, appreciation of literature, or driver 
education is taught. If one could learn wisdom from another per-
son in an educational setting, it would be more akin to studying a 
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Shakespearean play or the highest levels of mathematics. 
For example, when law enforcement recruits undergo train-

ing, instructors hope that the cadets will one day be able to use 
their wisdom to determine when, how, why, and to what extent to 
use force. In the actions of, say, Michael Slager, the former North 
Charleston, SC, police officer who shot a fleeing unarmed sus-
pect in the back (Walter Scott), one can detect an alarming lack 
of good judgment, prudence, and wisdom. The Slager shooting is 
one of countless examples of how wisdom, applied successfully, 
can make all the difference. I am not the only one who saw the 
videotaped footage of Derrick Chauvin kneeling on the neck of 
George Floyd and virtually yelled at the screen, “How stupid can 
a man be!?” He was cruel; he was callous; he was derelict, but he 
was also unwise.

The “Serenity Prayer” composed by Reinhold Niebuhr ex-
plicitly refers to this profound and ancient asset by name: “God, 
give me the grace to accept with serenity the things that can-
not be changed, courage to change the things which should be 
changed, and wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.” It is 
a scintillating example of how wisdom is what is needed to know 
when, how, and to what extent to exemplify, utilize, or manifest 
differing virtues in one’s life. Only wisdom has the power to assist 
a person in making a careful and prudent determination about 
which of the paths before them, in both mundane and momen-
tous situations, is likely the best one. 

“In seeking wisdom, thou art wise; in imagining that thou hast 
attained it, thou art a fool,” noted Rabbi Simeon ben Azzai cen-
turies ago. Little on this score has changed since. So, I definitely 
do not intend to sell a reader on the wonders of wisdom that, like 
the snake oil of yore, can cure all ills with little effort or cost. If I 
were “selling something,” I would have to admit it is slow-acting, 
figuratively expensive, and hard to come by. Still, there will be 
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some who are so interested in the mystique and power of wis-
dom that they will be able to improve their understanding of the 
fundamentals and put them into practice with some consistency 
and success. Others seem to come by it with less effort and few-
er impediments (this is supported by the fact that wisdom is not 
strongly correlated with age!). I believe there are a hundred or 
more things within these pages that can be helpful to the reader 
in that regard.

In producing this book, I drew from a diverse selection of 
modern books on wisdom, and I feather in a number of insights 
and opinions of mine. I hope to share a bit of myself, but primarily 
aim to enlighten the reader with an inspirational array of thoughts, 
beliefs, and quotations from many individuals throughout the 
ages. In my view, wisdom is both broad and deep, and thus the 
best way to elucidate it is to bring many astute, diverse voices to 
the fore. Such a wise chorus is more reliable and interesting than 
citing one single source—and could be fairly compared to what is 
known in social science as the wisdom of crowds. 

I delve into allied aspects of wisdom in each of the chapters 
within—and they all are pretty self-contained (so if a topic is not 
interesting to a reader, I see no problem with them skipping the 
chapter and moving to the next). Put together, the hallmarks of 
wisdom herein add up to what I consider to be a fairly satisfactory 
account of what wisdom truly is—well, to the degree that I have 
a sufficient grasp of it! It’s my hope that the reader will gain a 
greater appreciation for the potential, the power, and the payoff 
of wisdom. 

Though I mention more than once that this topic is not partic-
ularly simple or intuitive, I do believe this book is for any interested, 
curious person (of any level of sophistication, and moderate polit-
ical orientation). This is fascinating stuff but not rocket science, as 
it were, and the pages within will enlighten any persistent reader. 
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In fact, some astute ones will even see ways in which I missed the 
mark—or envision aspects they themselves would have handled 
differently! I would welcome such criticism because it will mean I 
am eliciting critical thinking in the reader—my top goal. At the end 
of the day, I feel sure that as with any skill or virtue, the more one 
thinks about wisdom and tries to realize progress in one’s life, the 
easier it will become. 

I end each chapter with a number of beautiful, interesting, 
controversial, or apparently true quotations from a wide variety 
of individuals. Below is a diverse grouping of quotations about 
wisdom in general:

“Great is wisdom; infinite is the value of wisdom. It cannot be ex-
aggerated; it is the highest achievement of man.” —Thomas Carlyle

“The deepest motive for reading has to be the quest for wisdom.”  
—Harold Bloom

“Empty is the argument of the philosopher which does not relieve 
any human suffering.” —Epicurus

“Ancient Greco-Roman philosophy, an influence on learning world-
wide in fields from poetry to physics, is nothing if not deep. It pre-
supposes inwardness—the cultivation of an inner life—and the cen-
trality of the search for meaning as the paramount human endeavor. 
Inwardness is the way the self develops the resources necessary for 
everything from enduring hardship to soaring to the heights of a ful-
filled human life.” —Elisabeth Lasch-Quinn

“By three methods we may learn wisdom: First, by reflection, which 
is noblest; Second, by imitation, which is easiest; and third, by expe-
rience, which is the bitterest.” —Confucius

“He that never thinks can never be wise.” —Samuel Johnson
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“The function of intelligence is characterized by focusing on ques-
tions of how to accomplish necessary life-supporting tasks; the func-
tion of wisdom is characterized by provoking the individual to con-
sider the consequences of his or her actions.... Wisdom, therefore, 
evokes questions of whether one should pursue a particular course 
of action.” —Vivian Clayton

“Philosophy means the complete liberty of the mind, and therefore 
independence of all social, political or religious prejudice.... It loves 
one thing only: truth.” —Henri Frédéric Amiel

“The right kind of life finds us committing ourselves and our rational 
powers to what is worth thinking about. Given a choice between 
contemplating issues of philosophical consequence and contemplat-
ing changes in the stock market, a more ‘flourishing’ life is lived by 
those who contemplate the former rather than the latter.” —Daniel 
N. Robinson

“Questions you cannot answer are usually far better for you than 
answers you cannot question.” ―Yuval Noah Harari

“I believe that love of truth is the basis of all real virtue.” —Bertrand 
Russell

“You have no choice about the necessity to integrate your observa-
tions, your experiences, your knowledge into abstract ideas, i.e., into 
principles. Your only choice is whether these principles are true or 
false, whether they represent your conscious, rational conviction—or 
a grab-bag of notions snatched at random whose sources, validity, 
context, and consequences you do not know….” —Ayn Rand

“The acorn becomes an oak by means of automatic growth; no 
commitment is necessary. The kitten similarly becomes a cat on 
the basis of instinct. Nature and being are identical in creatures like 
them. But a man or woman becomes fully human only by his or her 
choices and his or her commitment to them. People attain worth 
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and dignity by the multitude of decisions they make from day to day. 
These decisions require courage.” —Rollo May

“Two of the great lessons humanity will learn in the twenty-first cen-
tury will be: to harm another is to harm oneself, and when you heal 
yourself you heal the world.” —Yung Pueblo

“Inherent in our existence as human beings are such questions as: 
What kind of entity should I seek to become? By what principles 
should I guide my life? What values are worthy of pursuit?” —Alfie 
Kohn

“We learn wisdom from failure much more than from success; we 
often discover what will do, by finding out what will not do; and 
probably he who never makes a mistake never made a discovery.” 
—Samuel Smiles

“We live in the present, we dream of the future, but we learn eternal 
truths from the past.” —Chiang Kai-shek

“Most people believe they know how they themselves think, and 
how others think too, and even how institutions evolve. But they are 
wrong. Their understanding is based on folk psychology—the grasp 
of human nature by common sense, which is defined by Einstein as 
‘everything learned to the age of eighteen.’” —Edward O. Wilson

“The question of whether or not there is a God or truth or reality 
(or whatever you like to call it), can never be answered by books, 
priests, philosophers, or saviors. Nobody and nothing can answer 
the question but you yourself—and that is why you must know your-
self. This is the beginning of wisdom.” —Jiddu Krishnamurti

“I will be the first to confess that I have not always lived a life that in-
corporates the values that Socrates recommended. Nor have I been 
as compassionate as I should, and have too often turned away from 
the demands which justice requires. These are the values for which 
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I strive. [But, that relative failure] ... is an opportunity for exercising 
my freedom to choose, my ability to rationally and critically examine 
cherished beliefs, and my capacity for self-transcendence.” —Gary 
E. Kessler

“There are many who know many things yet are lacking in wisdom.” 
—Democritus)

“The sublimity of wisdom is to do those things living which are to be 
desired when dying.” —Jeremy Taylor

“What is worth doing? What kind of life do I want to lead? In what 
sort of thing am I apt to find my creative opportunity, my flow, my 
bliss? It all starts with our values, and by becoming clear about what 
is truly important to us. Once that’s done, the details will figure them-
selves out.” —Copthorne Macdonald

“Wisdom is the reward you get for a lifetime of listening when you’d 
have preferred to talk.” —Doug Larson

“Too many young folks have an addiction to superficial things, and 
not enough conviction for substantial things—like justice, truth and 
love.” —Cornel West

“Only through the constant testing of ‘truth’ can we find it. Such test-
ing must be accompanied by modesty, humility, and an awareness 
of our ignorance and our fallibility—even when we are sure we are 
right. Especially then.” —Jack Hernandez

“A philosopher never gets quite used to the world. To him or her, 
the world continues to seem a bit unreasonable—bewildering, even 
enigmatic. Philosophers and small children thus have an important 
faculty in common. The only thing we require to be good philoso-
phers is the faculty of wonder….” ―Jostein Gaarder
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• CHAPTER  ONE •

The Wise Value Love, Kindness,  
Altruism, And Generosity

Aspiring to wisdom is, or should be, a requirement 
for every family and every [community], for wisdom 
is a form of immortality—a way of giving back to the 
group (and preserving its survival) long after you 
have ceased to be a part of it.

—Stephen S. Hall

The influenTial PsychologisT abraham Maslow theorized 
that human beings tend to have predictable mental, emotional, 
spiritual, and social needs—that they progress through a series 
of increasingly sophisticated ones. According to his Hierarchy of 
Needs, what interests and drives individuals begins with a primary 
desire to obtain food, enjoy physical comfort, find sexual contact, 
sleep, etc. Only once such basic needs are fulfilled will an indi-
vidual possess the desire or will to branch out, grow, and further 
develop their inherent psychological, emotional, social, and even 
spiritual longings. 

The main stages of simple needs are: a) basic physiological 
requirements, b) safety and security, c) belongingness and love, 
and d) self-esteem. Up in the “growth” level of development—the 
apex of a triangle, as Maslow perceived it—one finds e) cognitive 
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needs (such as understanding), f) aesthetic needs (such as beau-
ty), g) self-actualization needs (fulfilling personal potential), and 
finally, h) self-transcendence (helping others and/or connecting 
with something outside ourselves). 

A fetus, infant, child, or adolescent who experienced signif-
icant and ongoing deprivation and pain at a particular level of 
development typically shows certain signs and symptoms of mal-
adjustment, signaling that their progression up the ladder toward 
higher development will be stymied. That is, such individuals tend 
to lack the mental bandwidth to fully mature, improve significant-
ly, or develop remarkably. The somewhat well-known term arrest-
ed development applies in this context.  

It might even be fair to say of an adolescent who comes from a 
hard-luck background that they are stuck where lower-level goals 
and desires (i.e., needs) reside. I’m talking about things such as 
the accumulation of items of monetary value, social dominance, 
notoriety, respect, and so on. The rigid demand for respect from 
peers and others in society often demonstrated by people who 
are living a criminal lifestyle signals that the person is in large 
part trying to get their needs met. In short, Maslow made a huge 
splash in the 1950s and 1960s with his work, and it is perhaps no 
surprise that he had a tough childhood.

Near the apex of human needs/desires/goals pyramid lies 
self-actualization. This rare ground involves a person achieving 
his or her full potential, including being creative, “living one’s val-
ues,” spiritual and ethical excellence, and so on. Further, though, 
a prominent characteristic of the self-actualized person is having 
an outward-looking, social, and benevolent stance toward others. 
Self-actualized individuals tend to be kind, respectful, and gener-
ous; they care about the world and feel a deep concern for things 
beyond themselves. 

Maslow describes this level of psychological development 
in the following way, and it is quite consistent with the idea of 
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wisdom as being marked by a love of others (to include the pro-
verbial neighbor and stranger; the poor and the disenfranchised): 

Self-actualizing people have deeper and more profound 
interpersonal relations than any other adults…. They are 
capable of more fusion, greater love, perfect identification, 
more obliteration of the ego boundaries than other people 
would consider possible. [This devotion] exists side by side with 
a wide-spreading … benevolence, affection, and friendliness. 
These people tend to be kind [and friendly] to almost everyone 
… of suitable character regardless of class, education, political 
belief, race, or color. 

Wise people have theoretically progressed up the ladder of 
psycho-emotional-social-spiritual development quite successfully, 
and their values reflect this maturity. Stephen S. Hall refers to 
“narrow self-interest” vs. “broader social interest,” and it is clear 
on which end of the spectrum wise individuals tend to be. This 
resonates with me, as there are times when I am extremely self-fo-
cused, and I have heard myself utter something akin to: I don’t 
give a shit about that right now! I am more self-centered than out-
ward-looking; less concerned about anything or anyone but my-
self when I am in these moods. Such times definitely tend to be 
when I am experiencing frustration or low serotonin; maybe I’m 
tired or cranky or just experienced an unfortunate turn of events. 
On the contrary, when I feel the lightest, the most expansive, and 
the most comfortable in my own skin, I have a clear desire to help 
others; to be a part of things; to make a positive difference in my 
community, my nation, and the world. 

One end of the spectrum of a person’s attitude and mindset 
is myopic, exclusively profit-oriented, and selfish. The other end 
would be magnanimous, generous, loving, and communitarian. 
We all have times when we simply need to sleep, eat, or feel safe 
and secure; at such times, recycling cans and bottles, giving to 
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charity, or chatting with a neighbor seems to be somehow out of 
reach (emotionally). It is quite okay to focus on the self—to exist 
down at the lower end of the hierarchy, if you will. But I believe 
that the wise always want to focus on something higher and dwell 
in that more sophisticated place. Sometimes physiological needs 
dominate the mind and drive behavior, and that is perfectly nor-
mal, but eating, mating, and looking for self-esteem in the eyes of 
others are not the highest levels of accomplishment for human 
beings. The capacity for both selfishness and love is ever-present, 
and is the case in every culture: 

Confucius’ enduring greatness and influence derive from his 
understanding that in order to reduce the vast human misery 
he saw all around him, society needed to change. In particular, 
it needed to reorganize its goals in order to seek the benefit 
of the many rather than the comfort of the few. Hence, 
Confucianism often reads like a bureaucratic catechism about 
civic altruism or public comportment—or, more specifically, 
virtue or morality as it unfolds in the public arena. (Hall)

Hall also notes that Confucius’ impulse “anticipates social 
justice in Greek society,” and refers to “a morality grounded in 
public virtue, with obvious precursors to Christian loving-kind-
ness.” It seems to me that humans the world-round can range 
from pathological jerks to loving and caring individuals. This is 
one way in which my relatively agnostic and secular belief sys-
tem/values (more on that later) overlap with those of the true 
Christian (which by no means implies the majority of those who 
say they believe in Jesus Christ).

In a sentence, Maslow believed that “the human being is so 
constructed that he pressed toward fuller and fuller being, and 
this means pressing toward what most people would call good 
values—toward serenity, kindness, courage, honesty, love, unself-
ishness, and goodness.”
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Robert F. Kennedy was at times quite eloquent and evocative. 
The following (long!) paragraph feels illustrative to me of what 
I am trying to convey in this chapter. Notice how elevated this 
speech was, how visionary, how humane: 

Our Gross National Product (GNP) now is over 800 billion 
dollars a year. But that Gross National Product counts air 
pollution and cigarette advertising, and ambulances to clear 
our highways of carnage. It counts special locks for our 
doors and the jails for the people who break them. It counts 
the destruction of the redwood and the loss of our natural 
wonder in chaotic sprawl. It counts napalm and counts 
nuclear warheads and armored cars for the police to fight the 
riots in our cities. It counts … the television programs [that] 
glorify violence in order to sell toys to our children. Yet the 
Gross National Product does not allow for the health of our 
children, the quality of their education or the joy of their play. 
It does not include the beauty of our poetry or the strength 
of our marriages, the intelligence of our public debate or the 
integrity of our public officials. It measures neither our wit nor 
our courage, neither our wisdom nor our learning, neither 
our compassion nor our devotion to our country. It measures 
everything, in short, except that which makes life worthwhile. 
And it can tell us everything about America except why we are 
so proud to be Americans.

Like many other mammals, human beings evolved to be very 
social creatures; our complex social ecology represents one of 
Homo sapiens’ main survival advantages. In fact, in ancient Greek 
literature, Homer referred to the lowest state a person could find 
themselves in as “hearthless”—one who has no home; no hearth; 
insufficient social and familial relations. Indeed, Stephen S. Hall 
referenced bees when he was dialoguing with virtually the first 
modern scholar to officially study wisdom, Vivian Clayton: 
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Perhaps it’s a coincidence, but many of the writers we 
traditionally consult about wisdom, like Aristotle, Marcus 
Aurelius, and Emerson—not to mention socio-biologists—always 
seem to reference bees. And it has even spread to the social 
sciences. Psychologist Jonathan Haidt now speaks of “hive 
psychology” to describe the positive aspects of human 
“ultrasocial” cooperation. 

Clayton replied that a solitary dolphin, wolf, bee, chimpan-
zee, or human is more or less an anomaly: 

Bees have been around for 350 million years. And when 
you work a hive, just you and the bees, and you hear how 
contented they are, you just have the sense that they have the 
pulse of the universe encoded in their genes. And I really feel 
like the concept of wisdom is like that, too. 

There are roughly two million prisoners in the United States, 
which amounts to a higher percentage of the population being 
incarcerated than China has jailed! 

One look at the crimes and unrest in America nowadays—as 
well as the absurdities and outrages in the criminal justice and 
prison systems in the last forty years—and one can see a society 
in trouble. Though politics and civic discourse seem to have de-
teriorated markedly in the same four decades, it is quite possible 
that politicians only reflect what the citizens want, tolerate, value, 
and allow. Interesting pressing questions also are raised regarding 
what’s going on with individuals nowadays who make solitary, 
selfish, hurtful, or destructive choices. 

Social problems such as the opioid or gun violence epi-
demics always reflect what goes on within the hearts and minds 
(and homes) of millions of individuals that comprise a society. At 
times I myself have known much loneliness and solitude, and I 
displayed a consequential lack of love, caring, and social coop-
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erativeness then as well. It was as though I was not feeling love 
from my friends, family, and society, and therefore I was stifled, 
angry, and solipsistic. I never got into hard drugs, engaged in crim-
inal behavior, bullied anyone on social media, or contemplated 
suicide seriously—but these kinds of acting-out behaviors are on 
the rise in modern America. People who are lonely, resentful, and 
vengeful are not loving individuals who can relate well to others. 

We each tend to grow up doing to others what our parents, 
teachers, police officers, uncles, institutions, and powerful indi-
viduals in society, in general, did to us. That is, we cannot easily 
proceed to higher and higher levels of development (and find 
the wisdom within) if we are stymied by mental illness, gravely 
unmet needs, or various kinds of deprivation. This is evidenced by 
the fact that hardcore criminals, such as rapists and serial killers, 
enact the same behaviors over and over again. They get stuck in a 
pernicious feedback loop—for which society is essentially paying 
the price. Thus, individuals who are this pained and ill are not 
what I would consider wise, but misguided. 

I am an investor for a living—stocks of domestic and foreign 
companies listed on the major stock exchanges and real estate 
mostly. I love apartments. I have been a landlord for years, and 
frankly, there are times when I’ve had to kick a tenant out or show 
some other kind of firmness. I suppose I would say I’m pretty 
much a capitalist—or a capitalist with an asterisk, perhaps, since I 
like many of the aspects of social democracies in Europe, Canada, 
New Zealand, etc., and many of those countries show marked 
improvements and advantages in many aspects of life compared 
to the United States. 

The point being, I’m not someone who reflexively and com-
pletely derides the individualistic tendencies that are obviously a 
part of humankind—Americans especially. We have individualism, 
competitiveness, and even ruthlessness to thank for a significant 
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amount of what Homo sapiens has accomplished in the last ten 
thousand years. I aim to strike a balance between making mon-
ey and being comfortable, and my other deeper goals. Money 
doesn’t buy happiness, just like it doesn’t buy wisdom, but it does 
have a lot of utility. I’ve been up and I’ve been down in my 48 
years (financially), and I prefer up! Yet it is clearly wiser to spend 
much of my time and energy developing parts of myself and en-
gineering my life in ways that are not solely about acquisitiveness 
or a heartless kind of egoism. No one wants to be rich and live in 
solitude—ask Scrooge!

I aim to be the kind of person who has my financial life in 
order and is progressing rather than relying on the government 
or one corporation to take care of my wife and me in retirement, 
for example. However, I don’t believe the deeper levels of joy, 
meaning, or fulfillment can be found in living a wealthy lifestyle 
per se—at least not beyond a certain level. Any billionaire who is 
not amazingly philanthropic and helpful to others is missing the 
mark, I would claim. These hyper-successful individuals didn’t 
get to where they are in a vacuum, first of all; and second, the 
world is going to hell around them while they gallivant around 
the planet (and in space, now!). To while away the hours on the 
deck of a 200-foot yacht while the oceans are rising to the point 
that Florida may someday be largely uninhabitable is foolish and 
ignominious. It is akin to the Roman emperor Nero fiddling while 
Rome burned, as it were. This kind of selfishness and ignorance is 
exceedingly unwise—even if they attract the admiration and spe-
cial privileges they do.

I would refer the interested reader to research the nature of 
hygiene factors in constituting a person’s happiness and well-be-
ing (things like money, food, shelter, degrees, career status, etc.). 
One will find that income beyond about $85,000 a year does 
little to increase one’s happiness. We think it’s not true and tend 
to wish that wealth equaled happiness and fulfillment, but psy-
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chological research shows this to be a reliable finding. Ask lottery 
winners three years after they won a huge financial windfall; some 
have even become drug addicts or committed suicide by then! 
In the book The How of Happiness, research psychologist Sonja 
Lyubomirsky debunks certain myths about what makes a person 
truly happy in the long-term. She indicates: “Perhaps the most 
common error is that we assume that positive events, be they 
promotions at work, clean bills of health, hot dates, or victories 
by our preferred presidential candidates or football teams, will 
provide much more happiness than they really do.” 

It’s obvious to me that wisdom involves spending some re-
sources looking outward, toward others with whom one is in 
relationship, to the community as a whole, and to society at large. 
A wise person is interested in taking steps now to reduce the hu-
man-caused aspects of global warming so that later there will still 
be a planet that is more or less welcoming to humanity. 

Beyond the moral considerations of causing large numbers 
of animal species to become extinct every year, it is wise to care 
about others—from the neighbor and the stranger to the Earth as 
a whole—because it impacts the self as well. Only villains from 
Marvel Comics movies can thrive in a dystopic future. Thus, wise 
people (whom I tend to call “the wise”) share resources and 
love, take interest in others, and move beyond hygiene factors in 
their daily occupations. This all involves caring, community, and 
compassion.

Altruism is definitely a part of wisdom. Hall describes this 
unique and beautiful value as “…a selfless, and at times, self-sac-
rificing devotion to a greater good—whether the social unit is a 
crowd, a hive, a community, an institution, or a nation. It heeds 
the higher call of social justice....” Altruism is the antithesis of self-
ishness, Hall claims. He rightly maintains that it “reflects behavior 
that promotes the welfare of an entire group.” 

Writer Will Travers said, “To be compassionate, knowledge-
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able, and kind is to be truly wise.” There are many cases—made 
well-known by social (and mainstream) media—of individuals 
dropping whatever they are doing and at least attempting to 
lend a hand when a stranger is in distress—potentially at a cost to 
themselves! Babies thrown out of burning buildings and caught 
by someone who makes a diving catch; someone with a flat tire 
helped by another person who has the knack; those who expend 
amazing efforts to lift a vehicle off of a victim or who jump in a tor-
rent to save a dog; folks taking the time (and the risk) to videotape 
a scene of apparent police brutality; white Northerners driving into 
the Jim Crow South to help register African-American voters—the 
list is endless. 

There is a wonderful story about the late, mostly great 
American, Colin Powell. He was stranded with a flat tire when all 
of a sudden a military veteran (and an amputee!) stopped to help 
a man—someone he didn’t even know and trust. In the course of 
the courageous act, the Good Samaritan noticed that the strand-
ed motorist was none other than Powell himself! The meeting 
ended with a changed tire and a photograph of two smiling guys.  
Later, Powell reflected: “Thanks, Anthony. You touched my soul 
and reminded me about what this country is all about and why it 
is so great.” 

The way that story warms my heart makes me sure that it is 
a prosocial value (such as altruism) at work. If the seeming Good 
Samaritan had instead robbed Powell, it would do the opposite 
to me (emotionally) because the intention of the actor (and the 
act itself) would strike my mind as the opposite of love, caring, 
and altruism. The phrase “sharing is caring” is not just some pap 
meant for bumper stickers—it reflects deep wisdom. 

Why is this type of behavior, such as giving one’s money to 
charity or risking one’s own safety to rescue another in distress, 
wise rather than merely nice? Well, my first thought is: either you 
understand this connection, or you don’t—and a book is not go-
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ing to internalize it and engage deep learning if you do not. That is 
obviously rather thin from the perspective of a reader—just as my 
wife doesn’t buy it when I sarcastically (but fairly) say to her, “If I 
had to explain it to you, you wouldn’t understand.” So, consider 
the following: 

Arguably, the nature of reality is that all life is interconnected. 
This comes to us both from spiritual/metaphysical approaches 
to the self and the universe, such as Buddhism, as well as from 
traditional academic physics. If this is true, then it is incorrect to 
say that one can be selfish in relation to another person or people 
and at the same time do no harm to them. As well, to help others 
indirectly helps oneself because the self is part of the whole. 

That might seem paradoxical or incorrect to someone who 
hasn’t developed or adopted such an enlightened worldview. It 
should pull in at least 50% of the American populace because 
that percentage goes to a Christian church, but maybe I’m dream-
ing. Further, if one rejects such Eastern and metaphysical views 
(and to a large degree, the findings of modern quantum phys-
ics), and assumes that one is merely an individual human being 
among billions of other individual human beings, there are still 
other reasons why it is wise to engage in some level of selflessness 
(or even, self-sacrifice). 

One, doing so is likely to encourage this kind of behavior in 
others, especially one’s kin group. This benefits the group, yes, 
but to the degree that it enhances one’s reputation as a mem-
ber of the community or engenders reciprocity, it also enhances 
one’s social standing. Indeed, one of the main messages religions 
teach is that the well-being of others matters to the self because 
everyone’s well-being matters to God (and I think that should 
include the well-being of lower animals and the Earth as well). 
Also, that we should try to help the less fortunate if we possibly 
can, as in the parable of the good Samaritan, tikkun olam, and so 
on. It has even been said that Jesus’s directive to his followers to 
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“love thy neighbor as thyself” is one of the most important moral 
teachings ever uttered by a prophet. 

Humans do have some inherent selfishness, but Hall believes 
that science shows we are just as comfortable (and potentially 
more psychically rewarded) by cooperating—given a blank can-
vas and a neutral counterpart. He indicates that “…researchers 
have shown again and again that people, on average, initially tend 
to cooperate—at least until they are betrayed by their opponent 
[in psychological research competitions].” They then resort to a 
more self-protected and self-concerned stance. No one wants to 
cooperate with someone who will take advantage of them. That 
is not wise; it’s foolish. I often think that the underlying reason 
Americans are so competitive, tribal, selfish, concerned about in-
dividual rights, and the like is that America has sown the seeds of 
hyper-individualism and materialism, violence, and class distinc-
tion, and we are now reaping what we have sown.

Who is wiser: the quintessential selfish, hyper-individualistic 
person (the “it’s all about me!” type) or the giver (one who vol-
unteers, gives to charity, helps others when they can, and would 
“give the shirt off their own back to someone in need”)? Is it wise 
to harm others to feather one’s own nest? Or is it wise to try and 
move the needle in regard to making other people’s lives bet-
ter? I know I feel great when I help other people! I feel closer to 
a person after receiving help from them. I become teary-eyed 
when beauty, generosity, wisdom, and love are shared between 
characters in a good movie. These are all unmistakable clues for 
me as to what is valuable—precious, even. 

Look for the helpfulness aspect in a remarkable poem named 
“Success” by the individualist Ralph Waldo Emerson:

To laugh often and much; 
to win the respect of the intelligent people 
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and the affection of children; 
to earn the appreciation of honest critics 
and endure the betrayal of false friends; 
to appreciate beauty; 
to find the best in others;  
to leave the world a bit better 
whether by a healthy child, a garden patch, 
or a redeemed social condition; 
to know that one life has breathed easier  
because you lived here. 
This is to have succeeded.

I believe it is fair to say that a moderate amount of self-con-
cern and individuality is quite justifiable—and is functional for so-
ciety in that it spawns creativity and innovation. At least in times 
past, America had a somewhat fair claim to being a place where 
a poor inventor could go from rags to riches. It’s not unwise to 
spend time focusing on personal goals and projects, but ideally, 
that’s only a part of one’s orientation to the social world. Further, 
a robust focus on the self shouldn’t involve showing off—for the 
psychological reason that this is an immature goal, and/or for the 
religious reason that such behavior is tantamount to the sins of 
vanity and pride.

Indeed, no society will long persist that subverts the human 
desire to excel. However, a good and healthy society is one in 
which the tendency to seek private gain is blunted such that the 
self-centered propensity in each of us is harnessed for society as 
a whole to benefit from and progress through. No one person 
can carry a whole community on their back—be they a masculine 
marvel with a spear or an Elon Musk. Society needs its artists and 
farmers and mothers at least as much as it benefits from men who 
can skillfully fend off saber-toothed tigers or successfully prospect 
for gold.
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Take an interesting example from my favorite musical group, 
Rush. The lyricist went through an Ayn Rand phase (his words) 
back in the 1970s. One of the band’s earliest and most remark-
able songs is titled “Anthem,” which is a paean to individuality 
(as is their most famous song, “2112”). In “Anthem,” Neil Peart 
writes: “Yes, they’ve always told you selfishness was wrong/Yet it 
was for me, not you, I came to write this song.” It is true he wrote 
that song for himself, but he also looked back on that part of his 
life and considered himself to be rather puerile and benighted. 

There are some egotistic explanations or rationales for be-
having in a supposedly altruistic manner, the most prominent 
of which is part of the British sociobiologist Richard Dawkins’ 
“selfish gene” theory, namely that this or that is not useful except 
in enhancing one’s chance at “reproductive success.” I believe 
that self-concern might play a role in why some people do good 
things that benefit others proportionally more than themselves. 
But I think the likelier scenario is simply that one does so because 
one is simply that kind of person. 

I’m talking about virtue and about being raised right. 
Something accounts for a person tearing their jacket off and 
trudging headlong into a raging river to try to save a dog hanging 
on for dear life, and the altruistic or religious explanations are 
more compelling to me than motives such as making the eve-
ning news or scoring with a female onlooker. Virtue ethics is a 
theory of moral behavior that posits, in part, that good acts are 
performed by good individuals. To put a finer point on it: good 
acts are performed by those individuals who have made a habit 
out of doing good acts repeatedly.

Humans can easily sink to selfish behavior pretty quickly, 
though. This is part of the reason why it is best to do good, do 
right, observe sound morals, and consider the needs of other 
people (fairness, love, etc.). That is, once the well is poisoned 
regarding another person (or family, or tribe, or nation), it can 
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be very difficult to come back from that. I know from personal 
experience that certain sentences uttered in anger can perma-
nently mark a romantic relationship; I can think of a person in my 
life about whom I have a very negative mentality; the Hatfields 
and McCoys are one of America’s most notorious family feuds; 
clearly, the Israelis and Palestinians have fought for a very long 
time. Too many instances of betrayal and the like in a lifetime can 
lead to a cautious cynical self-protective stance that squeezes out 
one’s better angels. Our brain literally thinks in habitual ways, and 
there are such things as neural ruts wherein oft-repeated thoughts 
become more and more likely due to the way nerves (neurons) 
in the brain function. 

In Not By Genes Alone, Robert Boyd and Peter Richerson the-
orize that “other-centeredness,” which is related to mimicry and 
imitative learning (e.g., eminent psychologist Albert Bandura’s 
social learning theory), could play an evolutionarily adaptive role. 
Perspective-taking facilitates positive human interactions, essen-
tially. Human beings don’t have the instincts that birds or snakes 
do; we must be taught or mimic or otherwise learn because we 
are so social in nature. A parent teaching and modeling virtuous 
behavior and helping a child to deal with emotions is performing 
extremely socially valuable acts. I think when parents instill in chil-
dren a desire to do good, to follow rules and conventions, etc., 
those children will still feel some kind of inner parent approving 
of them, rewarding them when they grow up. Indeed, I think the 
loving mother or Meals on Wheels volunteer is much more the 
norm for humankind than the bad guys of society: the criminals, 
the bad cops, the sleazy priests, the drug dealers, and the corrupt 
politicians.

Circling back to my question about who is wiser—say, the 
businessman who “looks out for #1” or the hospice volunteer—
consider that research has determined that the reward center of 
the brain is stimulated when one does something nice for some-
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one else. One little experiment would be to sit outside a coffee 
house and give a mere twenty dollars to a stranger as they pass 
by—for no apparent reason. I have done such things, and I can 
report that these random acts of kindness will return $100 in re-
ward. I remember how good it felt and how worthy I perceived 
myself to be. 

Gifts of money—and further out on the scale, acts of heroism 
or self-sacrifice—clearly play a role in advancing humankind, not 
just for “mating success” but also for the progressive and recip-
rocal nature of kind acts. It feels good because our brains are 
hard-wired to take pleasure in doing cooperative loving acts for 
others. It’s nature’s way of tricking the human mind into getting a 
kick out of helping, serving, and being generous. Virtuous cycles 
can be created in existing relationships, and new ones can take 
root when actions are perceived by the other to have been acts 
of love, kindness, and selflessness.

Esteemed psychologist Robert Sternberg, a pioneering re-
searcher in the field of intelligence, realized that wisdom was 
much deeper and more sophisticated than pure intellect. He has 
considered the fact that, according to his own theory, historical 
figures such as Stalin and Hitler come out as “very intelligent.” 
However, they obviously lacked something significant that, like 
bread with no leavening, leaves them deficient in significant ways. 
To quote Sternberg:

What differentiates really great leaders from not so great ones? 
I looked at people like Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr., 
Mother Teresa and Nelson Mandela—take your pick—and if 
you compare them to Stalin and Hitler and Mao, they probably 
didn’t differ much in IQ. It seemed that what differentiated 
them was wisdom. 
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Indeed, what was missing was being visionary and moral 
enough to realize that cleverness is not wisdom, and neither is 
shrewdness: it must be combined with a concern for the com-
mon good. On this, Hall writes:

Sternberg realized that wisdom represented a state of mind 
beyond standard metrics of intelligence, and this revelation 
forced him to see inherent failures in the educational system, 
the philosophy of educational testing, and the degree to which 
narrow measures like IQ tests fail miserably at predicting 
lifetime satisfaction.

One of the first psychologists and a giant in the field, William 
James, made me gulp with:  

Thus, when a superior intellect and a psychopathic 
temperament coalesce … in the same individual, we have the 
best possible conditions for the kind of effective genius that 
gets into the biographical dictionaries. Such men do not remain 
mere critics and understanders with their intellect. Their ideas 
possess them and they inflict them, for better or worse, upon 
their companions or their age.

Sternberg referenced Kenneth Lay and Andrew Fastow, the 
Enron executives who were notoriously known as “the smartest 
guys in the room”—yet who masterminded one of the most glar-
ing immoral and self-centered scandals ever to rock a corporation 
(wreaking havoc on many trusting employees’ pension funds and 
the company’s shareholders)—when he said: “We have construct-
ed an educational system to produce people with skills to lead 
us exactly in the direction we don’t want to go.” Decades before 
Sternberg’s comment on the Enron shysters, Martin Luther King, 
Jr. asserted, “Our scientific power has outrun our spiritual power.  
We have guided missiles and misguided men.” 
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Selfishness as a human trait can run amok and wreak hav-
oc on delicate social ties. By contrast, “…exercising a wise form 
of altruism holds real-life benefits for a community in the long 
run,” Hall has found. “Sacrificing one’s short-term gains for the 
long-term benefits of the group (the group could be a family, a 
community, a business, a sports league, or a nation) is arguably 
the wisest of human behaviors.”  

The success of bees and termites, human beings, and dolphins 
is directly related to the ability to cooperate, trust, love, and, by 
and large, to sacrifice a portion of individual gain for the sake of 
mates, offspring, and the social group. A person growing so filthy 
rich that they don’t need a public fire department, commercial 
airliner, or any other inhabitants on their private island makes such 
an individual a virtual outlier from society, and denies the human 
need for community (e.g., Jeffrey Epstein). An attitude such as 
this earns the ire of those who try to (or are forced to) participate 
in society. Stephen S. Hall states:

The good news: There is a wisdom in this collective decision 
to choose a system rooted in altruistic cooperation (and 
punishment). The bad news: Greed and “free riding” essentially 
ruined the society (sound familiar?) until collective wisdom 
kicked in. The stakes could hardly be larger in the non-make-
believe world in which we live. 

Ask Ebenezer Scrooge (well, I guess ask Charles Dickens, the 
author of the novel-turned-box-office-smash A Christmas Carol) 
for his feedback as to which is better for human beings and the 
answer will depend. Before Scrooge’s crash course in empathy 
and compassion, he was self-concerned and unhappy, but by 
the end, he was reveling in buying Tiny Tim and the family a big 
Christmas turkey. Dickens clearly felt that Scrooge’s selfishness 
was preposterous and that the love the character came to experi-
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ence after much soul-searching was heart-warming.
So that is the carrot: Do good and you feel good. And it costs 

nothing the vast majority of the time. A rotten apple spoils the 
bunch, it is said. This is why so many liberal, tolerant, and egali-
tarian individuals have reacted with utter horror to the way social 
relationships have frayed over the last decade since Facebook, 
Twitter, and Trumpism took center stage in society. Though some-
thing called social punishment is a thing, when I observe what is 
happening all around me, it feels more like hate, vengefulness, 
tribalism, partisanship, scapegoating, and low-level psychologi-
cal-need fulfillment than wisdom. This is not good for the individu-
als (clearly Facebook has addictive and depressing qualities), and 
it is not good for society (the more nonsense we allow from those 
we elect to office, the more they will fill such a moral vacuum). 

The force of good always prevails in the end; life is more pow-
erful than extinction; human society just functions better when 
things are fair. According to Martin Luther King, Jr., “The arc of the 
moral universe is long but tends toward justice.” Nature instilled 
in our brains the desire to take care of the young and the weak, 
to delight in sharing resources, and to have a strong desire to feel 
worthy and esteemed in the eyes of the community. However, 
nature also instilled much of the opposite in Homo sapiens. 

We have come so far so fast in the last 10,000 years that I 
hope we do a massive rethink. We must realize that we do not 
need more progress in regard to space travel, faster cars, or mega 
yachts; we need sustainable energy, healthy families, and shared 
prosperity. Americans need to adapt to the times and realize 
there are more enlightened social systems and philosophies than 
the ones we are currently manifesting and propagating. To use 
religious terminology, we must care for the stranger, look after 
the child, and love our neighbors so that everyone can proceed 
into the future with equal opportunities and met needs. 

One thing libertarians, Christians, and progressives can all 
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agree on is truly equal opportunity for all. Americans (starting as 
colonists) have been talking about the right to equality for 300 
years. Loving the other necessarily includes persons or groups 
that we might have grown up not liking very much (conservatives, 
I’m addressing you!). And the pressing need for a prioritization 
of good values includes respecting social conservatives and rural 
Americans (liberals, I’m addressing you!).

I believe that wisdom is one of our “better angels,” and that we 
will one day, perhaps, figure out the awesome power of wisdom 
for personal and social purposes. The impulses toward goodness, 
justice, wisdom, beauty, truth, and integrity are very powerful, 
and throughout the centuries they have largely accounted for 
much that is good and laudable. One can tell a wise person (in 
part) by observing how they treat, care for, respect, and love oth-
er people—from a single individual to a nation full of them.

Some additional quotes on kindness, love, altruism, genera-
tivity, care, generosity, egalitarianism, and social equality:

“If you truly want to live up to the ideals our forefathers had in 
mind, if you sincerely care to embody the spirit of Jesus, Buddha, or 
Muhammad, stop hating and start loving. Love even when you don’t 
really feel it, even when you think you’re faking it. Soon, you won’t 
be faking it anymore, and you’ll be a better parent, a better friend, a 
better American, a better person.” —Alan Colmes

“After the verb ‘to Love,’ ‘to Help’ is the most beautiful verb in the 
world.” —Bertha von Suttner

“The purpose of life is not to be happy—but to matter, to be produc-
tive, to be useful, to have it make some difference that you have lived 
at all.” —Leo Rosten
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“An act of goodness is itself an act of happiness. No reward coming 
after the event can compare with the sweet reward that went with 
it.” —Maurice Maeterlinck

“My approach to studying wisdom is basically: What does it mean to 
be wise? And I think that wise people would favor broad-mindedness 
over narrow-mindedness, believe that sharing some of our resources 
is necessary to help others who are unlucky or even foolish, and 
that these individuals favor social progress and justice rather than at-
tempting to ensure that certain people and certain ideas stay locked 
up and restricted.” —John A. Marshall

“When you carry out acts of kindness, you get a wonderful feeling 
inside. It is as though something inside your body responds and says, 
‘Yes, this is how I ought to feel.’” —Harold Kushner

“I always give much away, and so gather happiness instead of plea-
sure.” —Rahel Varnhagen

“There is a wonderful mythical law of nature that the three things 
we crave most in life—happiness, freedom, and peace of mind—are 
always attained by giving them to someone else.” —Peyton Conway 
March

“Believe, when you are most unhappy, that there is something for 
you to do in the world. So long as you can sweeten another’s pain, 
life is not in vain.” —Helen Keller

“While America never has been the fabled classless society of myth, 
it’s managed a close approximation of this myth at different mo-
ments. We’re not in such bright moments right now. Instead, we’re 
starting to feel like a corrupt banana republic—one of those places 
where a rapacious oligarchy sets the moral tone by ripping off the 
entire country, and those below follow suit with corruption of every 
conceivable kind.” —David Callahan
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“I’m not a professional philanthropist, and I’m not running for saint-
hood. I just happen to think that in life, we need to be a little like 
the farmer who puts back into the soil what he takes out.” —Paul 
Newman

“A significant life—one that is more than just happy or meaningful—
requires dedication to ends that we choose because they exceed 
the goal of personal well-being. We attain and feel our significance 
in the world when we create, and act for, ideals that may originate in 
self-interest but ultimately benefit others.” —Irving Singer

“The ideals that have lighted my way have been kindness, beauty, 
and truth.” —Albert Einstein

“Fathers and mothers have lost the idea that the highest aspiration 
they might have for their children is for them to be wise…. Specialized 
competence and success are all that they can imagine.” —Allan 
Bloom

“The heroes we need to celebrate should be men and women, but 
particularly men, who root themselves in connection rather than 
separation, and who measure their achievement by standards of 
care as much as individual accomplishment.” —Pearl M. Oliner and 
Samuel P. Oliner

“America didn’t always look the way it does today. It didn’t always 
feel the way it does today. It looked and felt very different, for exam-
ple, back when I was a child. Back when the ‘Greatest Generation’ 
was settling down to raise their families. Back when Ronald Reagan 
was still a Democrat.” —Howard Dean

”…love leads individual humans to do things for other humans. When 
you love a person, you wish that person well. You want to benefit or 
help that other person. You want to do good to that other person. 
That is a desire; only unlike the selfish desires of things like hunger, 
this desire or wish of love is a benevolent impulse.” —Mortimer J. 
Adler
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“When we feel love and kindness toward others, it not only makes 
others feel loved and cared for, but it helps us also to develop inner 
happiness and peace.” —Tenzin Gyatso, the “Dalai Lama”

“A great fire burns within me, but no one stops to warm themselves 
at it, and passersby only see a wisp of smoke.” —Vincent Van Gogh 

“What emerged from that analysis [of ancient texts, at the beginning 
of her study of the concept] was that wisdom meant a lot of different 
things. But it was always associated with knowledge, frequently ap-
plied to human social situations, involved in judgment and reflection, 
and was almost always embedded in a component of compassion.” 
—Vivian Clayton

“The cure is love. What’s lacking is love. Love warms and softens the 
hearts of the vicious. Tenderness and affection reclaim the criminal 
and redeem the damned.” —Alan Nordstrom

“We speak much of tolerance as if it were the great virtue, but it does 
not go far enough. Who wants to be tolerated; just to be put up with? 
Jesus did not say, ‘Tolerate your neighbor,’ but instead he said, ‘Love 
your neighbor.’” —Caroline Eyring Miner

“He who cares for his brother, cares for himself.” —Xenophon

“Generative adults commit themselves to the continuation and im-
provement of society as a whole through their connection to the 
next generation. Generative adults develop a positive legacy of 
the self and then offer it as a gift to the next generation.” —John W. 
Santrock

“Many people are capable of doing a wise thing, more a cunning 
thing, but very few a generous thing.” —Alexander Pope

“Lions do not love, but neither do they philosophize; bears do not 
love, but the reason is they do not know the sweets of friendship. It 
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is only men who, by their wisdom and their knowledge, after many 
trials, have chosen what is best.” —Lucian

“A generous man from the start, he has somehow grown even more 
generous still, not just with items of measurable value but with those 
of immeasurable worth, like his time. His gestures. His emotions. He 
has figured out what makes him happiest, and it’s doing the little bit 
that he can to nudge the people he loves toward their own content-
ment.” —Frank Bruni

“Making donations activates brain areas linked with reward 
(Harbaugh et al., 2007). Generous people are happier than those 
whose spending is self-focused. In one experiment, people received 
an envelope with cash that some were instructed to spend on them-
selves, while others were directed to spend on other people. At the 
day’s end, the happiest people were those assigned to spend it on 
others (Dunn et al., 2008; Geenen et al., 2014).” —David G. Myers 
and Jean M. Twenge

“There is no greater satisfaction for a just and well-meaning person 
than the knowledge that he has devoted his best energies to the 
service of the good cause.” —Albert Einstein

“Real generosity is doing something nice for someone who will nev-
er find it out.” —Frank A. Clarke

“The only thing that really matters in life are your relations to other 
people.” —George E. Vaillant

“I have found that among its other benefits, giving liberates the soul 
of the giver.” —Maya Angelou

“Thinking about wisdom almost inevitably inspires you to think about 
yourself and your relationship with the larger world. With diligence 
(and luck), it might even make you think about how both can be 
made better.” —Stephen S. Hall
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“The problem of our age is the proper administration of wealth, so 
that the ties of brotherhood may still bind together the rich and poor 
in harmonious relationship.” —Andrew Carnegie

“I believe in courtesy, in kindness, in generosity, in good cheer, in 
friendship and in honest competition. I believe there is something, 
somewhere, for every man [who is] ready to do it. I believe I’m ready, 
right now.” —Elbert Hubbard

“The more the mango tree flourishes, the more it droops.” —Indian 
proverb

“To love one’s flesh and blood is no achievement. The animal loves 
its young and cares for them. The helpless one loves his master since 
his life depends on him; the child loves his parents since he needs 
them. Only in the love of those who do not serve a purpose love 
begins to unfold.” —Erich Fromm

“We should give as we would receive, cheerfully, quickly, and with-
out hesitation; for there is no grace in a benefit that sticks to the 
fingers.” —Seneca

“Unless we think of others and do something for them, we miss one 
of the greatest sources of happiness.” —Ray Lyman Wilbur

“Masks aren’t just about medical science—they don’t just stop germs; 
the act of putting on a mask each day is like a psychological prompt 
to remind you to change behavior. And it’s also a cultural signal that 
you uphold the values of the community and have some sense of 
responsibility to everyone else.” —Jillian Tett

“Teach this triple truth to all: A generous heart, kind speech, and a 
life of service and compassion are the things which renew humani-
ty.” —Siddhartha Gautama, “the Buddha”
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“We still live in a world of such gross injustice and inequality that 
only privileged people like ourselves can afford to think of eros and 
art as top concerns in life. They are important, for sure, but I think 
it’s high time to shift priorities around, away from selfish indulgence 
and toward more concern for the wellbeing of so many others who 
suffer atrocities, injustice, and famine all over the planet.” —Massimo 
Pigliucci

“Ask yourself: have you been kind today? Was anyone kind to you? 
How did it feel?” —Annie Lennox

“Our society suffers from a crisis of connection, of solidarity. We live 
in a culture of hyper-individualism. There is always a tension between 
self and society, between the individual and the group. Over the 
past sixty years, though, we have swung too far toward the self. The 
only way out is to rebalance, to build a culture that steers people 
toward relation, community, and commitment—the things we most 
deeply yearn for, yet undermined with our hyper-individualistic way 
of life.” —David Brooks

“The really great person is the person who makes every person feel 
great.” —G. K. Chesterton

“The kinder and the more thoughtful a person is, the more kindness 
he can find in other people. Kindness enriches our life; with kind-
ness, mysterious things become clear, difficult things become easy, 
and dull things become cheerful.” —Leo Tolstoy

“I suppose people, in general, can be cruel to one another because 
it’s easier to do the wrong thing; kindness takes an effort most are 
not willing to exert.” —Kersti Kahar

“Instead of filling up our lives with ‘stuff,’ let’s concentrate on sub-
stance. Have a meaningful conversation with someone. Smile and 
offer to help someone. Sit still for five minutes and listen. Make time 
for older and wiser members of our population to impart some wis-
dom [to] the younger generations. If everyone asked a neighbor or 
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a stranger they encountered, ‘What is it like to be you?’ this world 
could be a better place filled with more empathy and kindness and 
less stuff.” —Angela F. Merchey

“…with generous behavior, people have fuller lives, deeper self-
esteem, and a more creative engagement of their capacities.”  
—Stephen Post

“What is called generosity is really compassion. Seen from the eye of 
compassion, there is no one to be disliked. One who has sinned is to 
be pitied all the more. There is no limit to the breadth and depth of 
one’s heart. There is room enough for all.” —Yamamoto Tsunetomo

“Heal the world.” —Hebrew proverb

“Too often we underestimate the power of a touch, a smile, a kind 
word, a listening ear, an honest compliment, or the smallest act of 
caring, all of which have the potential to turn a life around.” —Leo F. 
Buscaglia

“If greed and self-interest can destroy the world, perhaps coopera-
tion can save it.” —Kathleen Yale

“I am filled with deep emotion at finding myself standing here, in this 
place, where we collected together the wisdom, the patriotism, and 
the devotion to principle from which sprang the institutions under 
which we live.” —Abraham Lincoln

“Compassion is not weakness, and concern for the unfortunate is 
not socialism.” —Hubert Humphrey

“People higher in wisdom have values that are more likely to consid-
er the welfare of others than to focus solely on their own happiness.” 
—John W. Santrock
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“Encapsulated in the saying, ‘Do unto others as you would have 
them do unto you,’ the underlying notion seems to be central to the 
most basic human ethical sense and is expressed in some variant or 
other in virtually every religion and moral tradition.” —Ben Dupre

“Our society has put too much emphasis on the individuating part 
of our consciousness—individual reason—and too little emphasis on 
the bonding parts of our consciousness—the heart and soul. We’ve 
seen a shocking rise of mental illness, suicide, and distrust. We have 
become too cognitive when we should be more emotional; too 
utilitarian when we should be using a moral lens; too individualistic 
when we should be more communal.” —David Brooks

“Committed capitalists don’t seem to recognize that people depend 
on each other, and that individual success is a result of collaborative 
effort, usually over a long period of time. The less free-market think-
ers are regulated, the less they seem to care about others.” —Paul 
Buchheit

“If we could look into each other’s hearts and understand the unique 
challenges each of us faces, I think we would treat each other much 
more gently, with more love, patience, tolerance, and care.” —Marvin 
J. Ashton

“Compassion is something you can develop with practice. It involves 
two things: intention and action. Intention simply means you remem-
ber to open your heart to others; you expand what and who matters, 
from yourself to other people. Action is simply the ’what you do 
about it.’” —Richard Carlson

“We cannot each single-handedly cure all of society’s ills, but we can 
contribute more kindness, more caring, and more consciousness to 
what is happening inside of us and around us. And that will begin to 
make a difference.” —Barbara De Angelis

“All the suffering in the world arises from cherishing oneself…. All the 
happiness in the world arises from cherishing others. Treating other 
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people gently, sincerely, compassionately—this is the source of true 
personal happiness.” —Tenzin Gyatso, the “Dalai Lama”

“Tolstoy discovered, at the end of his mid-life crisis, a new meaning 
for his life. It centered on the importance of service to others. Many 
other people have come to realize the same thing. The greatest 
fulfillment comes from our relationships to others and comes most 
deeply when we are living in creative, loving service to those other 
people.” —Tom Morris

“When I do good, I feel good. When I do bad, I feel bad. That’s my 
religion.” (cited by Abraham Lincoln)

“For six decades the worship of the self has been the central pre-
occupation of our culture—molding the self, investing in the self, 
expressing the self. Capitalism, the meritocracy, and modern social 
science have normalized selfishness; they have made it seem that 
the only human motives that are real are the self-interested ones—the 
desire for money, status, and power.” —David Brooks
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• REVIEWS •

“[In] this hefty yet welcoming, even conversational, volume...
Merchey teases apart the ‘nuanced, subtle, context-bound, and 
perspectival aspects of wisdom,’ and makes the case that the oldest 
of truisms—that wisdom cannot be bought—is actually true. …This 
book is a searching, illuminating consideration of the urgent value 
of wisdom, for individuals and for society.”
 —BookLife by Publisher’s Weekly Review

“A canny blend of expert quotations, insightful observations, and 
personal anecdotes, Wisdom is an intensive, yet highly readable, 
study of the concept of wisdom across history. …The most affecting 
material tends to come from the author’s own advice and analysis, 
so the work is most successful when Merchey discusses life or offers 
opinions on the thoughts of others. Overall, Wisdom is an intriguing, 
perceptive, and well-researched compendium of information that 
will leave readers thinking differently not just about the concept of 
wisdom, but intelligence in general.”
—The Self-Publishing Review

“Wisdom examines the importance of acquiring more wisdom in 
order to live a more fulfilling and valuable life. Jason Merchey thinks 
that most of us are shallow thinkers these days, and as a result, 
both our own lives and wider society have suffered. …Overall, I 
enjoyed this book. Whether more people will come to see the need 
for more open, honest, and critical thinking in search of wisdom 
remains to be seen. Still, I think this work encourages that and will 
at least get others thinking about how our world could be different 
if we all strive for more wisdom.”
—Manhattan Book Review
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A VERY VALUABLE VIRTUE THAT CANNOT BE BOUGHT

“We live in a world where it seems that one of the most precious 
virtues of society, wisdom, is ignored by a large part of the population. 
However, if you are among those who want to rediscover it, I suggest 
you read Jason Merchey’s Wisdom: A Very Valuable Virtue That 
Cannot Be Bought. In this comprehensive and extensively researched 
book, he delves into topics such as compassion, modesty, and self-
awareness (to name a few), and adds his personal experiences and 
a wide variety of quotes from the most famous and authoritative 
writers. Wisdom is a fascinating subject that will help you reflect on 
modern society—and the American one in particular.
—Reader’s Favorite Book Reviews (reviewer Astrud Iustulin)

“Applying wisdom can help avoid problems and dangers, can 
provide a springboard for problem-solving, and can make us more 
empathetic humans. But these ideas just scratch the surface of 
what wisdom truly is and the power that it can unlock. Wisdom: 
A Very Valuable Virtue That Cannot Be Bought is an elaborate 
portrait of an incomparable quality that seems to be lacking in 
today’s world. In it, wisdom is considered in great detail, as is its 
close relationship to other valuable qualities such as kindness, 
compassion, reasonableness, and humility. 5 stars.” 
 —Indies Today

“Those looking to add value to their lives through the goal of 
attaining wisdom would do well to start here. Wisdom’s messages, 
inspections, and connections to science, philosophy, and psychology 
create a discussion that will appeal to a wide audience—from 
self-help and new age readers to those interested in modern 
philosophical and psychological examinations.”
—The Midwest Book Review

“Wisdom: A Very Valuable Virtue That Cannot Be Bought is the 
kind of intelligent nonfiction that we all need. …As we all continue 
to be awed by the nature of wisdom, this book is a must-read for 
anyone who ever wondered about the answers to life’s questions. 
It doesn’t have all the answers, but it helps to explain why we ask 
the big questions.”
—Reader’s Favorite Book Reviews (reviewer Vincent Dublado)
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WISDOM

“Wisdom: A Very Valuable Virtue That Cannot Be Bought presents 
a special blend of Aristotelian ethics, insights from neuroscience, 
and personal reflection, as the author leads the reader along a 
winding woodland trail inviting new discovery. With casual tones 
but deep inquiry, Wisdom proves to be a generous, heart-to-heart 
chat about our lives as thinkers. …a conversation in earnest about 
intellectual curiosity and in interpersonal tolerance, offering the 
reader space to arrive at deeper knowledge.”
—IndependentBookReview.com

“Among the virtues that Merchey contends should be cultivated 
in an effort to secure wisdom are insight and intuition, which he 
subjects to a detailed examination in the third chapter of Wisdom. 
Drawing on examples from his own life, as well as from the lives 
and works of some of history’s greatest thinkers, he assesses the 
two concepts from the theoretical and philosophical perspectives 
and sets out the benefits and potential pitfalls of each. He also 
offers some practical means of enhancing both insight and intuition 
and determining when they should be applied. ...Overall, Wisdom 
contains a treasure trove of material, examples, and words of 
encouragement that are sure to inspire the pursuit of greater 
wisdom, which should hopefully benefit both the individual reader 
and society as a whole.”
—Seattle Book Review

“An immense and insightful treatise on the virtues of wisdom, 
this [book] is a grand undertaking rooted in philosophical inquiry, 
examining the unparalleled value that wisdom brings to the human 
experience. …Merchey achieves considerable success in making 
a strong case that wisdom, much like creativity, self-discipline, 
courage, intuition, love, and other allied traits, can and should 
be continuously developed as a psychological strength, or inner 
knowing, and that doing so will lead the practitioner to success, 
joy, and fulfillment.”
—The U.S. Review of Books



51

A VERY VALUABLE VIRTUE THAT CANNOT BE BOUGHT

“Wisdom is one of those things that, like exercise or meditation, 
is universally prized but seldom performed. Author Jason Merchey 
hopes to change that with Wisdom: A Very Valuable Virtue 
That Cannot Be Bought, a book that not only extols the virtues 
of wisdom but argues for its practical necessity at a time when 
ignorance, selfishness, moral blindness, and other unwise ways of 
thinking have become existential threats to Americans’ lives and 
the future of democracy itself. In the words of the late General 
Omar Bradley, which Merchey quotes in his book: ‘The world has 
achieved brilliance without wisdom, power without conscience. 
Ours is a world of nuclear giants and ethical infants.’ Readers who 
are willing to approach the book with an open mind and an appetite 
for enlightenment will find a sizable trove of valuable insights in its 
pages.”
—IndieReader

“With an analytical dissection of thoughts and ideas from different 
ages and an intelligent and fluent communication of reflections, 
Wisdom explores what it actually means to be wise and how 
knowing this could result in a better world for all. The book is so 
rife with information that every page has a bookmark-worthy line 
that could spark hours of reflection and a serious reassessment of 
values like religion, politics, intelligence, and wealth. Five stars.”
—Reader’s Favorite Book Reviews (reviewer Foluso Falaye)

“Jason Merchey, essayist, philosophical thinker, and therapist, 
probes the history, meaning, and utility of the all-too-human 
capacity for developing wisdom in an interdisciplinary volume that 
spans philosophy, psychology, politics, and other fields. In Wisdom, 
he writes about how individuals recognize, cultivate, and apply it to 
their lives to make choices that guarantee not only their individual 
well-being, but also that of others. Beyond individual flourishing, 
Merchey argues that wisdom also has collective implications for 
positively changing destructive forces within communities and 
nations, such as greed, love of money, tribalism, racism, and wealth 
inequities.”
—San Francisco Book Review
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WISDOM

“In writing Wisdom, Jason Merchey inspires readers to take time 
out to evaluate the questions that have troubled philosophers for 
millennia, and in particular, wisdom. In this, he succeeds admirably! 
Classic philosophers have arranged themselves into schools of 
thought, but few have really provided a cohesive overview of the 
nature of our being. Using a practical approach, Jason draws on his 
experience of life, both as a former psychotherapist and a student 
of human behavior to provide guidance. The success of this book 
lies in the author’s ability to convey complex concepts in simple 
terms, illustrated with many examples and backed by quotations 
from the wise. 5-star review.”
—Reader’s Favorite Review (reviewer Leonard William Smuts)

“Wisdom is a look into the idea that wisdom in its many forms is 
needed to achieve ultimate contentment and satisfaction in life, yet 
seems to be the one thing that’s lacking most from society.”
 —LoveReading.co.uk
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• ENDORSEMENTS •

“Jason Merchey has done it again! His extensive and long-term 
research into wisdom has positioned him to bring us, appropriately, 
a very wise book on wisdom. His insights range from the deeply 
personal into the truly transcendent throughout this wide ranging 
exploration of the true treasure we need for living well. Highly 
recommended!”
—Tom Morris, Ph.D., author of Philosophy for Dummies, The Oasis 

Within, If Aristotle Ran General Motors, and Plato’s Lemonade Stand;  
former professor of philosophy at The University of Notre Dame 

“Ancient wisdom is making a comeback—Stoicism in particular has 
recently undergone a revival. Merchey not only reminds us of the 
timeless wisdom of the past, but he’s also assembled an impressive 
array of modern sources, applying the accumulated lessons of the 
ages as well as his own experience to a 21st century in crisis. This is 
a book for anyone interested in philosophy, intellectual growth, and 
practical solutions for moving forward in life.”
—Vincent Czyz, author of The Christos Mosaic and The Secret 

Adventures of Order

“People have been thinking, speaking, and writing about wisdom 
since the beginning of time. Philosophers, poets, pastors, and 
patriots have all contributed ideas about where it comes from, 
how to get it and how to share it. Jason Merchey has created a 
vast repository of these voices and put them all in one place, in a 
treasure chest of wisdom quotes. His latest book, Wisdom: A Very 
Valuable Virtue that Cannot Be Bought, is a creative convergence 
of reflections on one of the most sought after virtues.”
—Jan Phillips, author of The Art of Original Thinking: The Making 

of a Thought Leader
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WISDOM

“Not only is wisdom a virtue that cannot be bought, it’s also 
a virtue that can’t be acquired quickly in one fell swoop.   Enter 
Jason Merchey, whose extensive collection of quotations and 
observations about wisdom gently nudge the reader toward wiser 
living with each new insight.  Merchey’s broad array of sources—
spanning philosophy, psychology, spirituality, wisdom traditions, 
personal experience, and plain old common sense—offer a 
provocative deep-dive into the nature, benefits, and cultivation of 
wisdom.  If there was a cosmic list of required readings to improve 
our personal lives and the human condition, this book would be on 
it.”
—Mark R. Leary, Ph.D., Garonzik Family Professor Emeritus of 

Psychology and Neuroscience, Duke University; lecturer for the 
Great Courses teaching course Mysteries of Human Behavior; 
author of Self-presentation: Impression Management And 
Interpersonal Behavior

“Jason Merchey has given us a multi-faceted examination of the 
quality of the mind we call wisdom. Each chapter invites us to explore 
wisdom from a different perspective. Several chapters focus on the 
characteristics of people we might agree possess wisdom, such 
as humility, open-mindedness, and skepticism. In other chapters, 
Jason considers mental processes that might contribute to wisdom. 
I have been thinking about the ways that intuitive thinking might 
lead to errors so I was pleased to see that Jason brings together 
the perspectives of philosophers and scientists to define intuition 
and reflect on ways that intuition might facilitate or disrupt wise 
conclusions. 

Those perspectives are well chosen and stimulating. But what 
I enjoy most in every chapter is Jason’s perspective. He is able to 
provide fresh insight and relate our topic to current events and real 
world applications. The reader gets to enjoy the words of those wise 
philosophers, scientists, and educators and also gets to know Jason 
with his interpretative commentary and insights. It is a good read.”
—Paul C. Cozby, Ph.D., Emeritus Professor of Psychology at 

California State University Fullerton; co-author of Methods in 
Behavioral Research; former Executive Officer of the Western 
Psychological Association
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A VERY VALUABLE VIRTUE THAT CANNOT BE BOUGHT

“To be perhaps too ‘on the nose,’ Jason Merchey is a vast repository 
of wisdom! He breathes, eats, and sleeps it—to the degree that I 
feel like I’m engaging in a graduate level course when opening up 
his books. His content might not be everyone’s cup of tea at first 
glance, but it should be.”
—Peter Hollins, Author of Mental Models and The Science of 

Self-Discipline

“Is it a surprise that Jason Merchey enacts through his writing the 
very same practices, strategies, and insights he has discovered 
through his research? Working from personal lived experience 
and real world examples along with empirical studies and sacred 
teachings, he is pragmatic about how to bring big concepts within 
reach of individuals, families, communities, and organizations. 
From policy recommendations to self-help, Jason is reflective, 
vulnerable, and confident enough to say it like he sees it, as well as 
humble enough to know that it isn’t easy to push back against ideas 
and influences that privilege some people over others. This book 
will resonate strongly with readers who are not satisfied with the 
world as it is and are ready to take achievable steps to change it.”
—Ronnie Swartz, Ph.D., LCSW, Former Chair, Department of Social 

Work and Director of the Altruistic Behavior Institute at California 
State Polytechnic University, Humboldt

“With Wisdom, Jason Merchey has written a thought-provoking 
and engaging book that challenges people to a higher calling, 
whatever their path may be. Providing many fresh perspectives 
from neuroscientists and philosophers to cultural icons and 
psychologists, this book is packed with lots of useful and inspiring 
ideas for better understanding our world and deciding how we 
can make a difference in it. The challenges societies faces today 
are many and mounting. But humanity must transcend and start 
solving problems together to survive. Get Wisdom now, read it, and 
let’s start doing better.”
—Giacomo Bono, Ph.D., co-author of Making Grateful Kids: The 

Science of Building Character and professor of psychology at 
California State University, Dominguez Hills
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WISDOM

“I’ve been really enjoying reading through Wisdom. It is an excellent 
book to be read in this time of Trump, tribalism, the pandemic, 
and right-wing extremism—arguably one of the lowest points in 
American history.”
—David Pakman, host of The David Pakman Show, a daily 

internationally-syndicated politics and news talk show since 2005
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• ABOUT THE AUTHOR •

Jason merchey was born in 
Southern California in 1974. Growing 
up middle-class, first-born, a bit pre-
cocious and talkative, and “bright” 
according to most report cards, he 
earned decent grades in school. Half-
Jewish, but quite headstrong, he never 
did commit to learning Hebrew. His 
father Morton was a physician and 
reached the position of Captain in 
the Los Angeles Sheriff’s Department 

(Reserve), and his mother Ruth has always been an artist, advo-
cate, and philanthropist. Once the family started to come apart at 
the seams (about age 13), Jason’s emotional and psychological 
problems increased. In high school, he played water polo and 
swam for two years, and then was elected to student council for 
two years. By 18, he desperately needed to understand himself, 
his problems, and the world. 

As soon as he started taking classes at the local junior college, 
Jason found philosophy fascinating—and was particularly drawn 
to applied and clinical psychology. Jason did fairly poorly aca-
demically, though, since the family’s issues and the subsequent 
divorce left him ill-prepared for college life. One might conjecture 
he was deficient in wisdom…
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Jason pulled his GPA up to 3.2 and transferred to a four-
year university. Two years later, he graduated with highest hon-
ors from The University of California, Irvine with a bachelor’s 
in Psychology and Social Behavior (in the fairly new School of 
Social Ecology). He then spent three years taking very interesting 
classes and writing an original thesis in social psychology. It culmi-
nated in a master’s degree in clinical psychology from California 
State University, Fullerton. Jason went on to earn 3,000 hours of 
supervised psychotherapy with individuals, as well as doing fam-
ily therapy.

Jason founded Values of the Wise™ in 2004. He finds ancient 
and contemporary quotations and proverbs about values, ethics, 
and personal growth to be amazingly interesting. With the help 
of those quotes, he has written five hundred blogs and recorded 
podcasts with two hundred philosophers, economists, psychol-
ogists, spiritual thinkers, and authors. Jason’s three prior books 
were titled Living a Life of Value, Building a Life of Value, and 
Values and Ethics: From Livingroom to Board Room. Jason is proud 
of the praise, endorsements, and reviews these beautiful books 
garnered. He also put out three compilations of quotations on 
values with titles such as Humanity’s Highest Aspirations (2003). 
Jason is fond of giving his books away for free now.

Jason has done quite a bit of psychotherapy (as client and 
as therapist), is an investor for a living, and lives with his wife and 
dog in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains. He loves humor, 
reading, hiking, trash TV, true crime television shows, pets, and 
most of the Star Trek spin-offs. 

VISIT  WWW.VALUESOFTHEWISE.COM FOR FREE  
RESOURCES TO HELP YOU “LIVE A LIFE OF VALUE.”

http://www.ValuesoftheWise.com
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