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Advance praise for 
The 
Road
to 
Wisdom


“Through his leadership of the Human Genome Project, Dr. Francis Collins revealed the simple truth that we are all far more alike than we are different. Now, in his thoughtful book The Road to Wisdom, he urges us to have the courage and humility to bridge our divides, embrace what we have in common, and rebuild a fractured society. When Dr. Collins speaks, I listen — and his message is more impor­tant now than ever.


”— President Bill Clinton


“In The Road to Wisdom, Francis Collins — a distinguished scientist as well as a former atheist who found meaning in the Christian faith — draws on his own deep, diverse experiences as he leads us through a maze of conflicting beliefs and opinions in search of wisdom: the sort that can save us before it is too late. This book should be read by anyone, Christian and ­non-Christian alike, who is seeking meaning or trying to make sense of our troubled times.


”— Jane Goodall


“Francis Collins offers us a path back to wisdom with this inspirational and unflinching look at his life as a research scientist, a man of faith, and a servant-leader who oversaw the work of our nation’s medical research agency through turbulent times. In the final pages of The Road to Wisdom, he urges us to sign a pledge, committing to seek truth, build trust, and practice generosity. I hope that many, many readers will join me in doing so.”


— Yo-Yo Ma


“Dr. Francis Collins is a national treasure, acclaimed not only for his scientific achievements but for his example as a bridge person in a polarized time. He has served under every U.S. president of this century, in the process winning the respect of some of his fiercest critics. Amid the shrillness of our era, Dr. Collins offers a calming voice of hope as well as practical suggestions on how to heal the nation’s wounds.”


— Philip Yancey, author of What’s So Amazing About Grace?


“Working with Francis Collins as he led the National Institutes of Health under three very different presidents, I saw firsthand his ability to find common ground and common goals. As timely as it is compelling, The Road to Wisdom is an encapsulation of those gifts, based on the reinforcing values of truth, science, faith, and trust.”


— Senator Roy Blunt


“Drawing on decades of public service, Francis Collins blends science, faith, and philosophy in The Road to Wisdom. Full of insights to help readers navigate today’s complex world and grapple with critical issues including public health, partisanship, and climate change, this book is essential reading for anyone seeking clarity and direction.”


— Jennifer Doudna, Nobel laureate and coauthor of A Crack in Creation






“A remarkable book for our troubled times, telling the powerful story of one man’s extended quest for wisdom. Collins’s personal journey of reflection and discovery will speak to many struggling to make sense of life, cope with uncertainty, and find their place in a greater scheme of things. Essential reading for those trying to work out how science and faith belong together, and how they can enrich our vision of human existence.”


Professor Alister McGrath
Senior Research Fellow in Science and Religion, Oxford University
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Chapter 1

Searching for Wisdom in a Troubled Time

More tears are shed in a science laboratory than you might think. When a scientist develops a hypothesis about how nature works, personal attachment develops. When that collapses, it can feel like a personal failure. I know about that.

It’s 1981, and after spending eleven years in graduate training acquiring a PhD in chemistry, a medical degree, and four years’ residency in internal medicine, I’m finally getting a chance to conduct my own molecular biology research. I’m really excited, though I’m pretty green at these kinds of experiments. I’ve joined a very competitive laboratory at Yale, surrounded by brilliant and highly competitive PhD scientists whose research skills totally dwarf mine. The lab is abuzz  with energy and urgency at all hours. My mentor is the most brilliant person I’ve ever known, but he assumes way too much about my basic understanding of molecular biology, and I often find his conversations incomprehensible. At home, I have a wife who is seriously unhappy with our geographic location, and two young daughters who would benefit from a lot more of my attention than they are getting.

The project that my mentor has assigned to me is bold and involves a new approach to recombinant DNA that might allow purifying (“cloning”) much larger segments of human DNA than had previously been possible. If the method works, many other labs will want to use it. I’m excited to be potentially on the leading edge of a revolution in biology. I’m working crazy hours, often dragging home at four a.m. Pilot experiments look promising, but my lab bench inexperience means that progress is slow, and my mentor is getting impatient. Gradually I get more skillful, and there are fewer instances when the tubes end up on the floor or I realize to my dismay that I used the wrong solution for a key step. Finally, after nine months of intense effort, the day comes where I am confident that a weeklong critical experiment will vindicate the approach and yield the first potentially publishable results.

Instead, the results reveal the devastating and inescapable truth: The whole project is a complete and utter failure. The strategy is fundamentally flawed. My nine months of effort are essentially unsalvageable.

I’m hiding in the men’s room late one evening, crying in a stall so that none of the other young researchers will see or hear me. In my mind, it’s not just the project that has failed, I have failed. My deepest dream of being a physician-scientist who would make discoveries that could help people feels like a fading mirage. Having come to the Christian faith a few years earlier during medical training, I’m crying out to God about how this could have happened. Maybe this is God  just telling me I am simply not cut out to do original research? I crawl home to shed even more tears, experiencing a painful pang of regret and guilt for all the sacrifices I asked my family to make — apparently for nothing.

The next day, I confess my failure to my research mentor. He doesn’t seem particularly surprised. He just says I should start thinking about a new project, but I’m not at all sure I want to do that. I ask to meet with the department chair who recruited me to come to Yale. As a physician and a renowned researcher, he is also my most significant role model. I plan to tell him that I am considering leaving. He listens to my tale of woe but surprises me by not being at all upset about it. Instead, he tells me his own story of spectacular early research failure and points out how much he learned from that, and how it made him a better scientist.

Still awash with uncertainty about what to do, I go to see my church pastor, who happens to be a former NASA engineer. He helps me see how failure is part of being both a believer and a scientist. He points me to lots of examples of heroes of faith, from Moses through Paul, who have failed and yet persevered. A bit of searching of the Bible turns up some remarkably appropriate verses. Take Proverbs 24:16: “For though the righteous fall seven times, they rise again, but the wicked stumble when calamity strikes.” Well, gosh, I’d rather be righteous than wicked. I begin to see how this setback could be survived.

Deriving wisdom from failure

Looking back, I now understand that this was a profoundly significant time, when I might well have abandoned plans for medical research and chosen to do something entirely different. But ultimately a way forward emerged. First, I had to give thanks that despite the failure of my project, science had triumphed. The results hurt a lot,  because I deeply wanted my experiments to succeed — but it turned out they were based on a faulty understanding of nature. As famously stated by Richard Feynman after the Challenger disaster, “For a successful technology, reality must take precedence over public relations, for Nature cannot be fooled.” Science may seem heartless in its refusal to allow conclusions that are not objectively true, but that is as it must be. The responsibility of the scientist is to admit defeat and then learn from those failures. So I resolved to do that. I learned about the need to be more critical in designing experiments, and not to just hope that everything would work out. I learned that failure is not an affront to science, it’s an element of science. In talking with more experienced scientists, I learned that most of them had stories of personal failures like mine and the one my department chair told — but they were determined to learn from those painful experiences. I also learned that serious efforts to derive new knowledge about nature will almost always carry a high risk of failure. If your experiments work every time, you’re probably not working on anything very important. Somewhat to my surprise, I also learned that my faith had been strengthened, not weakened, by this experience. A puzzling verse from 2 Corinthians that had never made sense to me now carried the mark of true wisdom. Quoting Jesus, Paul wrote, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”1

I stayed at Yale. A new research project on sickle cell disease came to my attention. Having learned from my previous failure about the need for rigorous experimental design, I put together a plan that this time produced useful and publishable results.2 Someday, I hoped, this discovery might even help in finding a cure for this disease. (Forty years later, that has come true.) I never really looked back. I gained the courage to face a future of inevitable failures (and there have been plenty), but also to hold on to the dream of discovering something new that might help someone (and I’ve been blessed by  that experience too). Through this early wrenching experience, my commitments to truth, science, and faith were strengthened, as was my willingness to trust in all three of those. Wisdom was acquired. Yes, painfully. But gainfully.

This is a book about the sources of wisdom, something that I fear too many of us have lost sight of. I was inspired to write it after spending many years in the public eye and seeing just how badly divisiveness and politics have warped our thinking — including our ability to discern truth, our understanding of science, and our anchor to the fundamentals of faith represented in our churches. This is my attempt to “unwarp” us, and to help recover what matters most.

Let’s pause for a moment to focus on this word “wisdom.” Throughout human history, wisdom has been greatly prized. For the Greeks, philosophy was literally the love (philo) of wisdom (sofia). The value of wisdom has never been better defended than by the author of Proverbs, King Solomon. Proverbs 4:6 — “Do not forsake wisdom, and she will protect you; love her, and she will watch over you. Wisdom is supreme; therefore get wisdom.” Proverbs 1:7 — “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and discipline.” Reflecting his aspirations for humanity in 1758, Carolus Linnaeus chose for us the optimistic species name Homo sapiens, the sapiens taken from the Latin word meaning “wise.”

But what does wisdom mean? It is not the same as knowledge, though it depends on it. Wisdom includes the understanding and incorporation of a moral framework. But it goes even further. When it’s working, wisdom can lead to sober judgment about how to discern truth, and what decision to make when the path is not clear. It includes experience, common sense, and insight. For science fiction fans, consider two famous characters with pointy ears: Spock from Star Trek is the epitome of knowledge and rationality; but Yoda from Star Wars goes even further and represents wisdom, incorporating  emotional expressivity, judgment about complex matters that have no simple answers, and deeper reflections on meaning.

My nonlinear life journey in search of wisdom

Raised on a farm in the Shenandoah Valley, I fell in love with science in high school. After an initial dream of becoming a chemist, I shifted from a PhD program to medical school, seeking to be more directly involved in the care of people. There I joyfully found that merging scientific investigation with the chance to reduce human suffering was a calling I could fully embrace.

In a related realm, I also realized that my youthful endorsement of materialism and atheism provided no useful answers to deeper questions about life and death. To my great surprise, a deeper exploration of faith traditions led me to become a serious Christian in my twenty-seventh year. Despite predictions by friends at the time, I have never encountered a situation where I found my scientific and spiritual worldviews to be in serious conflict.

My trust in the scientific method has been rewarded many times over, as I have had the privilege of seeing the genetics revolution up close. Emerging as an independent physician-scientist forty years ago, I found that my scientific and medical interests converged around the astoundingly elegant and beautiful molecule that encodes biological information — DNA. A finite human DNA instruction book, just three billion letters of a code with four letters in its alphabet, provides all of the biological information necessary to build you and me from a single initial cell. That fact continues to leave me in complete awe. My initial research efforts were aimed at trying to locate subtle misspellings in that instruction book (referred to as the genome) that cause human illnesses, making it possible to provide accurate diagnoses and n ew treatment strategies. A gratifying early collaborative success of my lab in 1989 was the identification of the genetic cause of cystic fibrosis.3

But to extend this approach to the thousands of diseases that afflict us, it was necessary to read out all of those letters of the code — to have a reference copy of the whole human genome. That was the basis for the Human Genome Project. Asked to come to the National Institutes of Health (NIH), funded by the federal government, to lead that project, I hesitated because of the high risk of failure. But ultimately I found I couldn’t turn down the chance to transform our understanding of human biology and medicine, and I moved to NIH in 1993. Over an intense and tumultuous decade, new technologies for reading DNA (called sequencing) were invented, teams were assembled in twenty laboratories in six countries, and by 2003 the reference DNA sequence was in hand: ahead of schedule, under budget, and freely available to all.4 A new scientific answer to the Socratic exhortation “Know thyself” had arrived.

More DNA insights followed. We learned that all humans are part of one family, derived from a common set of Black ancestors whose descendants currently populate all of Africa and who began to migrate out of Africa about sixty thousand years ago. As we will discuss in more detail later in this book, there is therefore no biological justification for racism. With further development of technology, we were able to show that cancer is a disease of the genome, caused by mistakes that happen in individual cells during life, leading them to grow continually when they should stop — and that has led to an entirely new way to diagnose and treat cancers. We learned that all common diseases like diabetes, arthritis, and heart disease have risk factors encoded in the genome, and those insights have led to entirely new ideas about prevention and targeted therapy. Meanwhile, the technology for sequencing DNA has gotten better and better — reading ou t that first reference genome took a decade and cost about $400 million; now your genome can be sequenced in twenty-four hours at a cost of less than $500. A major research project called All of Us is 
now underway, seeking to enroll a million Americans as partners in a detailed study of how genetics, environment, and health behaviors affect health or illness. All one million will have their genomes sequenced.

Yet alongside this astonishing medical revolution, I have also learned the wisdom of trust — trusting fellow researchers to collectively increase our knowledge, and to check each other’s work. In 2009, I was invited to become director of the National Institutes of Health, the world’s largest supporter of biomedical research. This opportunity carried with it the responsibility to seek ways to accelerate research across a vast landscape of medical science — from basic science that seeks to understand the fundamentals of how life works, to specific applications to diseases like cancer, diabetes, sickle cell disease, and Alzheimer’s disease. I surrounded myself with as many visionary experts as I could, and schooled myself in areas like neuroscience and immunology that were less familiar to me. I helped develop and expand partnerships with labs around the world, in both the public and the private sectors. Bold new initiatives emerged. The pace of scientific advance accelerated. While all previous presidentially appointed NIH directors have served just one administration, I was honored to be asked to serve three: Obama, Trump, and Biden. Mind you, these were three very different presidents with three very different sets of priorities. And yet there was agreement that advancing medical research is an important role for the federal government, allowing discovery of fundamental aspects of how life works, applying that knowledge to relieve human suffering and save lives, and providing a remarkable return on investment in economic growth.

The latter part of this period coincided with the COVID pandemic.  Science rose to that challenge in dramatic ways. Unfortunately, serving on the front lines of that effort also showed me that too many of us have lost trust in science, and lost our compass for seeking and finding wisdom.

COVID and the crisis of public trust

Pulling together the expertise needed to respond to the life-threatening challenge of COVID required new partnerships, new government programs like Operation Warp Speed to eliminate delays, and commitments from thousands of scientists in the public and private sectors to drop everything else. As the NIH director, I was in a unique position to convene these unprecedented team efforts. Seeking to bring together the best and brightest scientific experts from universities, industry, NIH, and the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), I organized and led a partnership called ACTIV (Accelerating COVID-19 Therapeutic Interventions and Vaccines) in April 2020.5 Though previous partnerships of this sort had generally taken months or years to develop, the first meeting of ACTIV happened just two weeks after my first phone calls. Along with many others, I worked hundred-hour weeks for most of 2020 and 2021, determined to let nothing slow the effort to find answers, and painfully aware that every day brought news of thousands more deaths.

The unprecedented scientific response led to some amazing achievements — most notably the development, rigorous testing, and emergency use approval of two COVID-19 vaccines in just eleven months. That had never previously been achieved in less than five years. Both of these vaccines (built by Pfizer–BioNTech and Moderna) used a sophisticated mRNA approach that had been under development with government support for twenty-five years, but that had never before been brought all the way forward to approval.




Over the last decades, most vaccine trials have failed. As NIH director, I did everything I could in 2020 to be sure the trials were scrupulously conducted, and that they involved a wide range of volunteers of different racial and ethnic backgrounds. What would success look like? The FDA had set the threshold for approval at 50 percent efficacy, about what the flu vaccine achieves each year. My colleague Tony Fauci and I frequently discussed our hopes for the outcome. Maybe it could be possible to reach 70 percent? I confess that I was fearful of failure. I also prayed a lot.

At last the results were revealed in late November 2020. For both vaccines, there was 90 to 95 percent efficacy in preventing illness that caused respiratory symptoms, and close to 100 percent efficacy in preventing severe disease and death. Side effects were minimal in the tens of thousands of volunteers who had taken part in each trial.6

It was a moment of profound relief, of gratitude toward all who had made this possible, of answered prayer. As I tried to speak to the dedicated team about the significance of what had just happened, I could not find words that could fully express the emotions of the moment. I was unable to hold back the tears.

I’ve been part of other scientific projects where the potential to contribute to human knowledge was significant — like the Human Genome Project. But no lives were going to be lost in the short term if we missed a deadline for that project. Happily we didn’t, and the project was completed two years early. But developing a safe and effective COVID vaccine was different; every day mattered.

Future historians will judge the development of mRNA vaccines for COVID in record time as one of the greatest medical achievements in human history. Those of us involved felt that at last we were on a path to conquering this disease and stopping the terrible death toll. And to a major extent, that came true — current estimates by the p rivate nonpartisan Commonwealth Fund7 are that more than three million lives were saved in the United States alone by COVID vaccines. If you were vaccinated, you might be one of them. I might be also.

Yet within a few months of emergency approval, significant pockets of public skepticism appeared. Ultimately more than fifty million adult Americans declined vaccination — even after the shots were made widely available at no cost. Though medicine and public health make poor bedfellows with politics, political party was a strong predictor of resistance. So was religion, with white evangelical Christians (my own group) the most resistant of all. Public distrust, driven by social media, cable news, and even some politicians, reflected a myriad of concerns: whether COVID-19 was real, whether it was really all that serious, whether the vaccines had been rushed, whether there were common and serious side effects that had been hidden, whether the mRNA would alter the recipient’s genome, and whether companies had skirted the rules about safety. More outlandish conpiracies also circulated widely on social media: that the vaccines contained microchips or cells from recently aborted fetuses, for example. People of faith were particularly hard hit by misinformation, even being told by some of their leaders that they should avoid vaccination since this might be the Biblical “mark of the beast,” a mystical description from Revelation 13 about catastrophic events and sinister physical insignias that will happen in the end times.

There were legitimate arguments about how to count some of the deaths of COVID-19–infected individuals who were already seriously ill from a preexisting condition. But by any reasonable accounting, more than a million Americans, and more than seven million worldwide, lost their lives from 2020 to 2023 because of COVID-19.

Not all of those deaths needed to happen. The consequences of vaccine misinformation have been utterly tragic. While the continual  emergence of new COVID-19 virus variants (Alpha, Beta, Delta, Omicron . . . ) challenged the durability of immune protection and required reengineering of boosters to cover the new strains, which meant that vaccinated people like me were still capable of getting COVID, vaccines still reduced the risks of infection by more than 50 percent,8 and the risk of severe illness or death by more than 90 percent9 — but only if they were taken. For too many people, they weren’t. The statistic that gives me the deepest heartache is this: by objective assessment from the nonprofit Kaiser Family Foundation, it seems that more than 230,000 Americans died unnecessarily between June 2021 and April 202210 because misinformation caused them to turn away from what might have saved them in the midst of a dangerous pandemic. This death rate is the equivalent of four fully loaded 737s crashing every day. Now 230,000 Americans lie still in graveyards, more than four times the combat deaths in the Vietnam War.

We are in serious trouble when some believe that their faith requires them to distrust science, or when others believe that political allegiances are a better source of wisdom than truth, faith, or science. To be clear, this is not just a problem of one end of the political spectrum; no political party has a monopoly on virtue or vice. There are always temptations to put politics above truth. But something deeper in our culture is wrong. In many aspects of our daily discourse, the links between truth, science, faith, and trust seem to have been broken.

While I write from the perspective of an American who is deeply concerned about my own country, I have had the privilege of working with scientific colleagues from all over the world for the last thirty years, and I can sense their current distress too. American issues of polarization and distrust are widespread, affecting citizens of many other countries. This book is for them too.




Cursing the darkness doesn’t help

I stepped down from running NIH in December 2021, but I could not stop thinking about this tragic breakdown in our collective wisdom and wondering what any of us can do to light a candle in the darkness. Thus it was that I found myself taking part in a public discussion that I would never have imagined a decade earlier.

“An Elitist and a Deplorable Walk into a Bar.” That was the title of an evening session at a national meeting of seven hundred people from across the United States. I was the elitist — a government scientist who lives and works inside the Beltway. Adam “Wilk” Wilkinson from Minnesota was the deplorable. Lest you be immediately offended, both of these labels were intended to be thoroughly tongue-in-cheek, poking fun at the media and social media tendency to apply a stereotypic insult to every voice in public debate.

Wilk is a veteran who manages logistics for a trucking company and hosts a weekly podcast. He is convinced that government is overly intrusive in daily life, and he is very unhappy about the way in which public health decisions were made during COVID-19. He is happy to be called a redneck; but some of the more progressive elements of our polarized and uncivil society would take that further and consider him a classic deplorable.

What brought the elitist and the deplorable together is Braver Angels, an organization founded in 2016 because of deep concerns about the increasing polarization of our society. In July 2023, Braver Angels convened a large group of delegates from across the country, equally divided between those who consider themselves part of the political left and the political right. We were there to express our views bluntly, but also to try to understand each other, by doing something that warring tribes haven’t been very good at lately — listening to each other.

In the main hall where the session was about to start, there were people wearing red lanyards and others wearing blue lanyards, just  so everyone would know how each person self-identified. The location of the meeting was not randomly chosen. We were in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. The very air in the room sought to remind us how the American Civil War once tore our nation apart and took more than 700,000 lives.

In my opening statement, I covered most of the main scientific points about COVID. I could tell that some members of the audience were with me, but quite a few were looking unconvinced. Why wasn’t everyone compelled by the evidence I so carefully presented to make my case? I was suddenly aware that in the eyes of many of those present, I was not just a cartoon of an elitist, I looked like the real thing — a government guy with fancy degrees highlighting the scientific achievements, downplaying the public health failures, blaming social media, and decrying the judgment of people who should have been able to tell the difference between truth and lies.

Next it was Wilk’s turn. He laid out in compelling and even devastating ways how utterly tone-deaf the government’s response to COVID-19 came across to him in central Minnesota. With almost no early cases of serious illness happening in their mostly rural community, businesses and schools were still required to close. Where was the consideration about the need for adapting recommendations to specific situations in this sprawling country? One size fits all seemed to be the public health strategy, but it was a terrible fit for his community. Wilk’s prior concerns about the government’s tendency to tread on personal liberties were further brought to a boil by this perceived heavy-handedness in almost everything. Recommendations about mask-wearing, which seemed to flip overnight in early 2020 from no to yes, further eroded his confidence that the so-called experts knew what they were doing. He went on to ask why it was a good idea to recommend vaccines for young men with a low risk of serious illness and a possible risk of myocarditis. He also presented evidence of what  appeared to be a systematic effort by people like me to squash any dissent from what the government was recommending.

If I hadn’t been prepared for this, it might have been hard not to get defensive in front of seven hundred people. But by the time of this Gettysburg convention, I had spent many hours with Wilk in smaller Braver Angels sessions. I’d had a chance to talk with him and learn from him and many others who shared his view — including Jennifer, a North Carolina town council member whose town meetings regularly devolved into shouting matches; Kevin, who served as a pastor of a church in the Southwest that had been roiled by disagreements about masks and vaccines; and Travis, who worked in biotechnology product development and thought the vaccine companies got a free ride from the FDA.

So instead of mounting a counterattack, I had to admit to the crowd that Wilk had a lot of good points. And I had to make that admission personal — not just that the public health system had made mistakes, but that I was part of that imperfect response. As a late arrival to Vice President Pence’s coronavirus task force, I had not been a major voice in those public health decisions — deferring to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and other experts — but I still had to accept some responsibility.

I asked the audience to remember, however, what the circumstances were like in the early spring of 2020. The CDC and the rest of us in the federal government were deep in crisis mode. Trucks were parking outside hospital morgues to accommodate the dead bodies. There was very little time for substantive engagement with communities, and our local health care departments were in deep trouble from chronic underfunding and escalating personal attacks. We felt a compelling need to take strong action to “flatten the curve” of thousands of COVID deaths every day that were overwhelming our hospitals. The vast majority of experts agreed at the time that limiting indoor  interpersonal interactions was critical to slow the viral spread, and the evidence supported that recommendation (and still does). But without question, those restrictions carried a lot of pain.

For the Braver Angels audience, I tried to explain how ignoring the economic and social consequences of these actions seemed to me regrettable but unavoidable at the time of an acute national health crisis. As a physician who swore the Hippocratic oath, my input to the government’s decisions in this crisis rested upon the principle that the saving of lives was the sole criterion for assessing a possible intervention. How the business and school closures must have felt like in the heartland was not something I personally focused on — I assumed that other parts of the government were paying attention to that.

Once initiated, however, these emergency measures turned out to be hard to stop. States and cities soon became the main implementers of the policies but varied widely in their interpretation of federal guidelines issued by the CDC. I had to confess to the Braver Angels audience that as the vaccinations began to lessen risk and the months went by, my sole focus on saving lives, built upon my medical training, might not have given due consideration to what Wilk called “collateral damage” to businesses, families, and kids who lost months or even years in school.

There’s an important point that must not be lost here, however. In a once-in-a-century pandemic, there is going to be inevitable collateral damage if the goal is to save millions of lives. Difficult decisions have to be made, without pretending that they come without economic and social costs. That was the unavoidable situation we faced in the first eighteen months of the COVID-19 crisis.

But another shortcoming deserved a mea culpa. Our communications about COVID-19 often did a poor job of explaining the emerging nature of our understanding. People like me were aware of how uncertain our picture of the virus was on any given day, but we didn’t  always convey that in public statements. In every pronouncement on CNN, MSNBC, or Fox, we presented what we thought was true at that moment (though the media format often limited comments to a sound bite). But we should have said: Today’s recommendation is the best we can do based on current evidence — the information is changing quickly, and the recommendations next week might need to be different. There are many examples where the story had to evolve, but that often surprised and frustrated the public. We didn’t know at first that asymptomatic people could be infectious. SARS and MERS weren’t like that. Once we learned that, we had to recommend that everyone wear masks indoors — but the reasons for the change were not clear to most people. We didn’t expect the emergence of variants that in some instances (like Omicron) were so different from the original virus that it was almost like starting a completely new pandemic. That led to the conclusion that the original vaccine preparations would not have the durability we had hoped for; they would have to be reengineered, and another round of boosters would be needed.

But a major lesson I have learned from Braver Angels is that this kind of admission of missteps can be the beginning of the opportunity to find common ground. Honestly answering the question “What did YOU do that made things worse, and that you now regret?” becomes the best antidote to distrust, grievance, and blame. Such admissions of personal and professional failure can be painful to bring forward, but they are a powerful solvent to melt walls of resentment. True wisdom comes not just from knowing what experts know, but also from their admissions about what they don’t know and what they did wrong.

A sober word of warning, however: I absolutely believe that such admissions are the right way to catalyze a productive discussion where all parties are honestly seeking to build a bridge between different views. But when such admissions are then widely distributed to the media, as happened later with a video of the Braver Angels discussion,  an opportunity is provided for an escalation of mean-spirited attacks by those looking to exploit any sign of weakness. Acknowledgment of successes is then ignored, while acknowledgment of mistakes becomes ammunition in the culture war. I have had that experience too, including being targeted by name on the editorial page of a prominent newspaper, and it has been pretty painful.11

So the session featuring Wilk and me did not spiral into antagonistic recriminations. We both spoke plainly, without sugarcoating, and we both listened. We continued to disagree on some significant issues, but we weren’t disagreeable about it. We both talked about things we regretted. For Wilk, it was the realization that the rage he had been nurturing and venting about politics and the response to the pandemic was making things worse for him and people around him, leading him to adopt a more conciliatory perspective, and founding the Derate the Hate weekly podcast.

The questions from reds and blues in the audience followed that lead — direct and challenging, but focused on issues and not on personal attacks. After the session ended, we both got a bit of individual criticism in the hallways for “not having been tough enough on that other guy,” but mostly we received gentle encouragement about our civil discourse. Through this Braver Angels experience, I can say without reservation that Wilk has become my true friend, and someone I would enjoy sharing a beer with. I respect him and his perspective, even though I think he’s wrong about some things. I’m pretty sure he would say the same about me.

This crisis of truth and trust

The COVID crisis awakened me from my usual optimistic view of society to realize how much we have lost track of the sources of ­wisdom — how we have let politics on both the right and the left b ecome our touchstone. I knew that our nation had been slipping into a more polarized dynamic for a few years, but I was a teenager in the 1960s when many commentators were sure the world was falling apart, and somehow we got through that decade. So I assumed this too would pass. But now, seeing how these divisions had spilled over into influencing personal medical decisions in the midst of a terrible public health crisis, leaving good, honest, hardworking people whipsawed by a barrage of misinformation, partisan politics, and growing distrust of experts and institutions, I could no longer assume this was just a phase. This time, the culture wars were literally killing people. Hundreds of thousands of them in the US alone, and more around the world. We are in serious trouble.

How did we get here? One can point to multiple trends that knocked down our wiser selves. Traditional institutions that have drawn us together around more noble purposes, such as churches, mosques, and synagogues, have been diminishing in their influence, or in some instances have been overtaken by political messages. The “Greatest Generation,” which filled our country with a sense of moral purpose after World War II, is gone. Civility has largely broken down. Differences of opinion that previously might have been a reason for a healthy debate have now become occasions for unleashing vitriol, identifying those holding alternative views as not just misguided but evil and dangerous. Beset by these tensions, and wanting to reassure ourselves that our own views are the right ones, many of us have surrounded ourselves with like-minded people, retreating into “bubbles” where we can be confident in our own positions. To reinforce that situation, we choose what sources of information we will pay attention to, ignoring voices that don’t agree with our current tribal positions. On the other hand, we are ready to accept information that agrees with our prior perspective, even if it comes from questionable sources. Watching these developments, it is easy to see how the “Law of Group  Polarization”12 proposed by social scientist Cass Sunstein is coming true: if like-minded people are brought together around a shared issue like abortion, gun control, minimum wage, or climate change, their views will become more extreme over time — as they feed on each other’s sense of how serious the problem is, and how their opponents are not just confused but evil. We seem locked in an escalating set of increasingly venomous conflicts. But this can’t be who we are. There is nothing more un-American than hating fellow Americans.13

Guardrails that might have prevented this gradual deterioration of our civil society are no longer as secure as they once were. One can point to the fraying of family bonds, the loss of the moral anchor from faith communities that have been rocked by scandal, the general inadequacy of the educational system to teach civics and critical thinking, or the focus of many institutions of higher learning on “everything goes” at the expense of developing character.

But two other influences have been particularly critical in catalyzing our current hostilities. First is the way in which most individuals now get information — social media. I will have much more to say about this in a later chapter, but the title of Jonathan Haidt’s 2022 essay14 critiquing social media sums it up: “Why the Past 10 Years of American Life Have Been Uniquely Stupid.” With no real control over whether content is accurate, with algorithms that feed individuals messages that are most likely to reinforce their current views, and with evidence that messages inducing anger and fear are the most successful in “going viral,” this initially promising way of connecting people has turned into anything but that.

The second influence that has been particularly harmful to our society is politics. Let’s be clear, culture generally drives politics, not the other way around. But in our current environment, the slippage of society into tribal divisions has inspired politicians to take that to an even higher level of animosity. Where politics should have been  a moderator of extremism, it has been an amplifier. A recent Pew Research Center survey of members of the United States Congress,15 based on voting patterns, shows that there has been a gradual shift of both parties toward the extremes. The result is that there is essentially no middle remaining in Congress. While multiple factors certainly contribute to the fracturing of society, including geography, education, religion, race, ethnicity, and economic status, the primary driver of social divisions in the United States turns out to be political party.

The goal of this book is to turn the focus away from hyperpartisan politics and bring it back to the most important sources of wisdom: truth, science, faith, and trust, resting upon a foundation of humility, knowledge, morality, and good judgment. Politics can never be avoided, as we will always need to make collective decisions through political processes. But if politics becomes the primary driver of our identity, we may find it convenient to obscure or even deliberately suppress insights from truth, science, and faith. In our current political environment, life seems to have become all about the desire to win a contest. That blinkered view makes us shift our trust away from reliable sources, and toward whichever political voices might help us “win.”

Hope may come from the “exhausted middle”

But wait, you might say. Has the entire nation really moved away from truth, science, faith, and trust? Or does it only seem that way because the extreme voices get all the attention? My Braver Angels partner Wilk Wilkinson challenges the accuracy of the darker scenarios: “Things just aren’t as bad as they will have you believe. . . . Shut off the news and talk to your neighbor.”

He’s right. Our contentious politics don’t necessarily reflect the true attitudes of the people. There is a lot more wisdom among us, including the people right around us, than you might think.




A group called More in Common has studied this issue and identified what they call Hidden Tribes in America. Two of the tribes that they call the Wings — progressive activists on the left and hard-line conservatives on the right — have the most extreme political views, and the most distorted perceptions of the other side. But that leaves 67 percent of Americans in what they call the exhausted middle. They do not align themselves with extreme views. They are quite troubled by our national divisiveness, but they are generally not being heard from. David French writes that we are not just two Americas, the red and the blue. We are actually three Americas: the red, the blue, and the tired.16

Another of my Braver Angels dialogue partners, Jennifer, the one who serves on a town council in North Carolina, sounds like she definitely belongs to the exhausted middle. She said the animosity around her professional role sometimes gets “to the point where it’s so frustrating you don’t even want to listen to the other side. . . . But that’s not fair. Because there’s a lot of good people out there trying to do a lot of good work. And we need to be more thoughtful and gracious — listening and trying to think for ourselves instead of listening to the talking heads.”

There are lots of Jennifers out there in the exhausted middle. They may be our best hope for a societal return to the sources of wisdom. But they need to be empowered. Perhaps you are one of them.

The goal of this book

This book aims to help. It aims to be a guide to those four bedrock sources of wisdom our civilization has depended on for centuries: truth, science, faith, and trust. Within these pages I hope to show a possible way out of the division and anger that have overtaken our society. What the exhausted middle is exhausted by is a pernicious  distortion of wisdom, which implies that truth is the purview of just one tribe, that science is a mask for politics, that faith is nothing more than the brand name of a team, and that trust is only reliable if channeled through unquestioning group loyalty. If all those things were true, then the contentious culture war that is breaking down our society would be what we deserve. But they are not true, and we are better than this.

This book aims to shine a light on a more hopeful path. We can follow that path by recognizing that real truth is available to all who are willing to pursue it humbly and earnestly, by seeing that science is a powerful method for separating truth from falsehood in certain crucial domains, by considering how faith can illuminate certain vital and transcendent truths, and by understanding that trust must be earned by showing others that you recognize both the value of truth and the limits of your own expertise. These four essential goods — truth, science, faith, and trust — are not opposed to one another, as they might appear when we allow them to be crudely politicized. Rather, each builds upon the others. Together they can put us back on the road to wisdom.

I have to tell you, however, that writing this book was not something that I easily embraced. Part of me just wanted to hide in my research laboratory and hope this all went away. I am angry at the forces that are sharing false information and fueling hate. I am frustrated by my own failures as a science communicator. I am deeply disappointed that many faith leaders have allowed lies to spread and failed to call believers back to truth, grace, and love. What chance is there that any words I would write would make a difference?

But then certain events happened that made me feel I had to try to help, no matter how unlikely it might be that such an effort would matter.

It’s May of 2022. I’m in a hospital, and I’m a doctor, but I’m in a  different role than usual. I’m at the bedside of my beloved spiritual mentor, the Reverend Tim Keller, praying earnestly for him. Suffering from stage 4 pancreatic cancer, he has enrolled in a highly experimental immunotherapy protocol with no guarantee of benefit — in fact, some components of the treatment are highly toxic. Tim is having a very rough day in the NIH hospital. I have my hand on his shoulder, praying earnestly for his relief from severe physical distress.

As the acute crisis gradually passes over the next few days, something truly stunning emerges: the immunotherapy is working. The stage 4 cancer is melting away. Tim gradually returns to something approaching normal health. During that time, we have the chance to speak frequently. But he doesn’t want to talk about cancer — he wants to talk about Jesus, about articles he’s reading or writing, about the current upheavals in the church and in broader society, and about the book I told him I was thinking about writing — on the combined breakdowns of truth, science, faith, and trust. “You have to do this,” he says. I express concern that I don’t have philosophical or theological training, and I’m a scientist, not a writer. Not to worry, he says, you have a voice that needs to be heard. He says that with the rise of people with no religious affiliation, and the parallel dominance of the view that there is no such thing as absolute truth, my experience as both a scientist and a believer in God can stand as a needed counterpoint to cynicism and relativism. I’m not so sure. But Tim is relentless.

A few weeks later, while I’m reading a book on spiritual discipline that calls on the reader to stop and pray at the end of each chapter, I have an unusual experience — a clear message enters my consciousness. Though I have been a believer in God for forty-five years, this kind of experience rarely happens to me. The message is not spoken out loud, but it is unmistakable: “Don’t waste your time. You may not have much left.”




The message sinks in, and I seek out an occasion to discuss it with Tim. The truth of these ten words is no doubt particularly clear to him. We are almost exactly the same age, and in a few months the cancer will return with a vengeance and take his life. But undaunted by that reality, Tim encourages me once again to take the message as an exhortation to write.

Part of me still desperately wants to avoid this challenge. I’m not sure I’m up to it. I’m not sure I have that kind of wisdom. But then I’m reminded of a Bible verse that I greatly love, and that my daughter once decorated and framed beautifully for me. It’s from James 1:5: “If any of you lacks wisdom, you should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to you.”

My faith is core to who I am, so it probably won’t surprise you that prayer was part of my writing process. Here’s what I prayed in the context of this book: “Please, God, be generous and help me find that wisdom. With humility and in full awareness of my own weakness, I will lean on your strength to try to describe my own halting steps on that road to wisdom — and in a way that might somehow be helpful to others.”
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