

[image: Cover: Dedicated, by Pete Davis]

Dedicated

The Case for Commitment in an Age of Infinite Browsing

Pete Davis






    
        PRAISE FOR DEDICATED

        
            “A celebration of caring and community within our often bloodless digital world…Davis makes a persuasive case for dedication as ‘an alternative path of life.’”

            —Kirkus Reviews

            “If you have ever struggled to cross the Rubicon and commit to an endeavor that would foreclose other options, then this book is for you. Pete Davis provides a provocative countercultural thesis for our time, explaining why resolve and stamina are in such short supply and how we can, in an era of infinite browsing, learn to be dedicated.”

            —Angela Duckworth, author of Grit: The Power of Passion and Perseverance and founder and CEO of Character Lab

            “Pete Davis’s Dedicated is a magisterial book on the moral ‘Counterculture of Commitment’ in our shallow culture of money and fear. His depth of wisdom and scope of knowledge are astonishing. And his powerful vision of decency and democracy are compelling.”

            —Cornel West, Dietrich Bonhoeffer professor of Philosophy and Christian Practice at Union Theological Seminary

            “The most countercultural act you can do today may be committing to something for a long period of time, maybe forever. That’s the word that married couples tend to balk on these days—not ‘love,’ ’honor’ or even ‘obey,’ but ‘forever’ or ‘all my life.’ In his provocative new book Pete Davis shows us why commitment is so difficult for people today, but why it is also not only beneficial, but necessary, if we are ever to accomplish anything of value or live lives of depth.”

            —James Martin, SJ, author of Learning to Pray

            “This is a brilliant book about one of the defining predicaments of our time: the temptation to keep our options open. Pete Davis is the fresh voice of wisdom that our culture desperately needs—Dedicated is required reading for the twenty-first-century pursuit of happiness and success.”

            —Adam Grant, New York Times bestselling author of Think Again and Originals, and host of the TED podcast WorkLife

            “An engaging exploration of how to restore meaning and purpose and the satisfactions of enduring commitment in an era of short attention spans and infinite choice. In this greatly expanded version of a 2018 Harvard commencement speech, Pete Davis challenges his generation—and all of us—to reconnect to the institutions and relationships that truly matter—and will build a better world.”

            —Drew Gilpin Faust, president emerita of Harvard University, and author of This Republic of Suffering

            “In a society of endless possibilities, I’ve long felt there was something radical about commitment. Instead of letting that insight take the form of a passing thought, Pete Davis devoted himself to exploring the same intuition, and the result is a thoughtful, original, erudite, and inspiring manifesto. We can scroll through life and stay in the shallows, or limit our options and connect on a deeper more satisfying level. Devoting your attention to the wisdom in these pages is a good way to begin.”

            —Astra Taylor, documentary filmmaker and author of Democracy May Not Exist, but We’ll Miss It When It’s Gone

            “My dad used to say, ‘If it’s worth doing, it’s worth doing right.’ It was his take on the importance of dedication. Most everything that matters requires dedication: day-in, day-out, year-in, year-out. At the end of every effort you want to be able to look back and feel the kind of satisfaction that can’t come from staying on the sidelines. Pete Davis’s Dedicated is a book that speaks to me and shares important messages and values that can be helpful to anyone who is facing a challenge or simply looking to excel in what’s important to you.”

            —Cal Ripken Jr., Hall of Fame shortstop and third baseman

            “This is the book we need right now, more than ever. There’s no useful forward motion without enrollment, and that requires commitment. Pete Davis knows that it’s up to each of us to choose to matter.”

            —Seth Godin, author of This Is Marketing
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To the first two long-haul heroes I met,

Mary Clare Gubbins and Shelton Davis






Not the marvelous act, but the evident conclusion of being.

Not strangeness, but a leap forward of the same quality.

Accomplishment. The even loyalty. But fresh.

Not the Prodigal Son, nor Faustus. But Penelope.

The thing steady and clear. Then the crescendo.

The real form. The culmination. And the exceeding.

Not the surprise. The amazed understanding. The marriage,

Not the month’s rapture. Not the exception. The beauty

That is of many days. Steady and clear.

It is the normal excellence, of long accomplishment.

Jack Gilbert, from

“The Abnormal Is Not Courage”








I. INFINITE BROWSING MODE







1 Two Cultures


Infinite Browsing Mode

You’ve probably had this experience: It’s late at night and you start browsing Netflix, looking for something to watch. You scroll through different titles, you watch a couple of trailers, you even read a few reviews—but you just can’t commit to watching any given movie. Suddenly it’s been thirty minutes and you’re still stuck in Infinite Browsing Mode, so you just give up. You’re too tired to watch anything now, so you cut your losses and fall asleep.

I’ve come to believe that this is the defining characteristic of my generation: keeping our options open.

The Polish philosopher Zygmunt Bauman has a great phrase for what I’m talking about: liquid modernity. We never want to commit to any one identity or place or community, Bauman explains, so we remain like liquid, in a state that can adapt to fit any future shape. And it’s not just us—the world around us remains like liquid, too. We can’t rely on any job or role, idea or cause, group or institution to stick around in the same form for long—and they can’t rely on us to do so, either. That’s liquid modernity: It’s Infinite Browsing Mode, but for everything in our lives.

For many people I know, leaving home and heading out into the world was a lot like entering a long hallway. We walked out of the room in which we grew up and into this world with hundreds of different doors to infinitely browse. And I’ve seen all the good that can come from having so many new options. I’ve seen the joy a person feels when they find a “room” more fitting for their authentic self. I’ve seen big decisions become less painful, because you can always quit, you can always move, you can always break up, and the hallway will always be there. And mostly I’ve seen the fun my friends have had browsing all the different rooms, experiencing more novelty than any generation in history has ever experienced.

But over time, I started seeing the downsides of having so many open doors. Nobody wants to be stuck behind a locked door—but nobody wants to live in a hallway, either. It’s great to have options when you lose interest in something, but I’ve learned that the more times I jump from option to option, the less satisfied I am with any given option. And lately, the experiences I crave are less the rushes of novelty and more those perfect Tuesday nights when you eat dinner with the friends who you have known for a long time—the friends you have made a commitment to, the friends who will not quit you because they found someone better.


The Counterculture of Commitment

As I have grown older, I have become more and more inspired by the people who have clicked out of Infinite Browsing Mode—the people who’ve chosen a new room, left the hallway, shut the door behind them, and settled in.

It’s the television pioneer Fred Rogers recording 895 episodes of Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood because he was dedicated to advancing a more humane model of children’s television. It’s the Catholic Worker founder Dorothy Day sitting with the same outcast folks night after night because it was important that someone was committed to them. It’s Martin Luther King Jr.—and not just the Martin Luther King Jr. who confronted the fire hoses in 1963 but also the Martin Luther King Jr. who hosted his thousandth tedious planning meeting in 1967.

As this new type of hero captured my admiration, I started appreciating a different constellation of figures from my childhood than I did at the end of my teenage years. The “cool teachers” faded in my memory—I can’t even remember some of their names—but the slow-and-steady ones have lingered.

There was the intimidating stage crew and robotics director from my high school, Mr. Ballou, who built up a student cult of misfit tinkerers and future engineers. He seemed to have a whole wing of the school to himself filled with half-built projects, technology from various decades, and devoted student acolytes clad in matching black T-shirts. Most of the school, myself included, were a bit afraid of him—scared we would get in his way, or worse, break something. But that was the key to his method. If you were willing to face your fears and engage with him, he would train you in any one of the dozens of craft skills he knew.

One time, I made a funny video with my friends for a school variety show. He saw it and told me that I had “absolutely no sense of framing”—and that the video wasn’t good enough yet to show to a crowd. My other teachers, just delighted that a student was making something, had always heaped praise on my teenage filmmaking. Mr. Ballou was different. He insisted that if you were going to get into a craft, you should hone it. I remember complaining that he was being a little hard on me.

But the Ballou method cut both ways. Another time, I had the idea of building a concert venue inside the school’s junior courtyard. Every teacher thought the idea was ridiculous—What the heck are you even talking about? But when I told Mr. Ballou, he wasn’t taken aback at all. If I learned the engineering software AutoCAD and designed a blueprint, he told me, he would help me advocate for building it. That’s a real teacher—demanding more of you but committing to you if you commit to learning.

I took piano lessons from Mrs. Gatley, who clocked four decades in the same chair next to the same grand piano in her living room on Oak Street. While my other friends got to bop in and out of lessons, one or two years at a time, and learn whichever songs they wanted (Vanessa Carlton’s “A Thousand Miles” and Coldplay’s “Clocks” were my era’s songs), Mrs. Gatley was old school. It wasn’t just that her students had to learn their scales and play classical music. By taking lessons with Mrs. Gatley, you were signing up to join an entire immersive experience that was bigger than piano—and bigger than you.

Just taking weekly lessons wasn’t allowed—you had to follow the full Gatley calendar with all her other students. There was the fall recital and the Christmas concert, the sonatina festival and the June recital—and each of these events had a corresponding gathering preceding them where every student would prepare together. You had to learn the history of the pianoforte, the difference between the Baroque and the Romantic periods, and the proper way to bow after finishing playing.

You also couldn’t really quit. Once, in middle school, I asked Mrs. Gatley if I could take a year off.

“You can, I guess,” she responded, “but we don’t really take a year off here.”

I ended up spending twelve years in the Gatleyverse. As a result, I learned about a lot more than just piano in Mrs. Gatley’s living room. I saw what it was like to watch older students play some impossible song—and eventually learn to play it myself. Because Mrs. Gatley knew me for so long, she had the insight and authority to give deeper advice than other teachers, like when she told me: “You move a little fast in life; you might feel better if you slowed down.” And when my dad died, it meant something that Mrs. Gatley—who knew him from all the concerts over the years—came to the funeral. You couldn’t get that from some one-off teacher who let you play “A Thousand Miles” during the first lesson and quit the first time you got bored.

Folks such as Mrs. Gatley and Mr. Ballou—and icons like Dorothy Day, Fred Rogers, and Martin Luther King Jr.—aren’t just a random assortment of people. I’ve come to think about them as part of a shared counterculture—a Counterculture of Commitment. All of them took the same radical act of making commitments to particular things—to particular places and communities, to particular causes and crafts, and to particular institutions and people.

I say “counterculture” because this is not what today’s dominant culture pushes us to do. The dominant culture pushes us to build our résumés and not get tied down to a place. It pushes us to value abstract skills that can be applied anywhere, rather than craft skills that might help us do only one thing well. It tells us to not get too sentimental about anything. It’s better, this culture tells us, to stay distant—just in case that thing is sold off or bought out, downsized, or made “more efficient.” It tells us to not hold true to anything too seriously—and to not be surprised when others don’t, either. Above all, it tells us to keep our options open.

The kinds of people I’m talking about here are rebels. They live their lives in defiance of this dominant culture.

They’re citizens—they feel responsible for what happens to society.

They’re patriots—they love the places where they live and the neighbors who populate those places.

They’re builders—they turn ideas into reality over the long haul.

They’re stewards—they keep watch over institutions and communities.

They’re artisans—they take pride in their craft.

And they’re companions—they give time to people.

They build relationships with particular things. And they show their love for those relationships by working at them for a long time—by closing doors and forgoing options for their sake.

When Hollywood tells tales of courage, they usually take the form of “slaying the dragon”—there’s a bad guy and a big moment where a brave knight makes a definitive decision to risk everything to win some victory for the people. It’s the man standing in front of the tank, or the troops storming up the hill, or the candidate giving the perfect speech at the perfect time.

But what I’ve learned from these long-haul heroes is that this isn’t the only valor around. It’s not even the most important type of heroism for us to model, because most of us don’t have to face many dramatic, decisive moments in our lives—at least not ones that spring up out of nowhere. Most of us just confront daily life: normal morning after normal morning, where we can decide to start working on something or keep working at something—or not. That’s what life tends to give us: not big, brave moments, but a stream of little, ordinary ones out of which we must make our own meaning.

The heroes of the Counterculture of Commitment—through day-in, day-out, year-in, year-out work—become the dramatic events themselves. The dragons that stand in their way are the everyday boredom and distraction and uncertainty that threaten sustained commitment. And their big moments look a lot less like sword-waving and a lot more like gardening.

The tension

This book is about the tension between these two cultures: the Culture of Open Options and the Counterculture of Commitment. This tension—between browsing the hallway and settling into a room, between keeping our options open and becoming long-haul heroes—exists both inside ourselves as individuals and in society as a whole.

You can find examples of young people acting like browsers all around us. We have trouble committing to relationships, endlessly swiping through potential partners. We uproot ourselves often, jumping from place to place searching for the next best thing. Some of us don’t commit to a career path because we’re worried that we will be stuck doing something that doesn’t quite fit our true self. Others of us are forced from job to job by a precarious economy. For many of us, it’s a little bit of both.

We tend to distrust organized religion, political parties, the government, corporations, the press, the medical and legal systems, nations, ideologies—pretty much every major institution—and we are averse to associating publicly with any of them. Meanwhile, our media—books, news, entertainment—keeps getting shorter and shorter. And it’s not just because we have low attention spans but because we have low commitment spans, too.

But when you look at what we have real affection for—whom we admire, what we respect, and what we remember—it’s rarely the institutions and people who come from the Culture of Open Options. It’s the master committers we love. In our own lives, we keep swiping through potential partners, but when there’s a story online about an elderly couple celebrating their seventieth anniversary, we eat it up. In our own lives, we uproot often, but we line up to get into those famous corner pizza joints and legendary diners that have been around for fifty years. We like our tweets and videos short, yet we also listen to three-hour interview podcasts, binge eight-season fantasy shows, and read long-form articles that comprehensively explain how, say, shipping containers or bird migration works.

You couldn’t ask a dozen random young infinite browsers what their most cherished memories are without hearing a few mentions of summer camp. Talk about a counterculture of commitment: Camps are fixed communities imbued with decades of heritage, filled with songs and traditions repeated over and over again, and staffed by a chain of generations between campers and the counselors they eventually become. Even the whole premise of summer camp—that you commit to staying in this place for a few weeks with the same group of people, usually without your phone—is at odds with keeping your options open.

In sports, it’s not the one-off moments that are being remembered most these days—it’s the epic careers and dynasties. It’s Michael Jordan’s Bulls, Tom Brady’s Patriots, and Michael Phelps’s twenty-eight Olympic medals. It’s why Serena Williams and Tiger Woods are the most talked-about athletes of the twenty-first century. There’s nothing more epic than watching someone grow up and so consistently sustain global excellence in a craft for decades.

As everything dissolves around us, we grasp for anything to hold on to that’s more enduring, more meaningful, more hefty than (to borrow a Paul Simon lyric) the “staccato signals of constant information” that fill the digital age. You can see it in the personal DNA kit and genealogy boom, which are driven by our desire to place our lives in a larger historic story. And you can see it in the broader cultural nostalgia boom, in which nineties cover bands, vinyl records, old typewriters, Polaroid cameras, throwback corporate logos and jerseys, and retro fiction, from Mad Men to Stranger Things, have all blossomed in the past decade. The songwriter Joe Pug asks the right question: “You can call that man history who lives in the past, but can you blame him for asking for something to last?”

At its sweetest and most intimate, we feel this tension in our relationships. We want to go out into the world and have big adventures, but deep down, many of us also dream of just living in the same neighborhood with our best friends. And despite all the dissolution—despite all the preference for novelty over depth, individuality over community, flexibility over purpose—our culture still holds marriage and parenthood as sacred, the last of a dying breed of common commitments.

The tension makes sense. You start missing something as soon as it’s mostly gone—and then you hold on to the surviving examples as precious. “As belief shrinks from the world, people find it more necessary than ever that someone believe,” the nun at the end of Don DeLillo’s White Noise tells the commitmentless Jack Gladney. “Wild-eyed men in caves. Nuns in black. Monks who do not speak. We are left to believe. Fools, children. Those who have abandoned belief must still believe in us.” The historian Marcus Lee Hansen recalled a similar theme in his “principle of third-generation interest”: “What the son wishes to forget the grandson wishes to remember.” But despite all our love and appreciation for the master committers who remain, many of us still can’t make the jump to being committers ourselves. It’s our version of the St. Augustine line: “I want to commit, but not just yet.”

What accounts for this hesitation? Why do we love committers but act like browsers? I think it’s because of three fears. First, we have a fear of regret: we worry that if we commit to something, we will later regret having not committed to something else. Second, we have a fear of association: we think that if we commit to something, we will be vulnerable to the chaos that that commitment brings to our identity, our reputation, and our sense of control. Third, we have a fear of missing out: we feel that if we commit to something, the responsibilities that come with it will prevent us from being everything, everywhere, to everyone.

Because of these fears, the tension sticks around. We act like browsers, we love committers, and we’re too scared to make the jump—so we’re stuck. That tension, on the individual and collective level, is the point of the departure for this book.


Resolving the tension

But this book is not just about a diagnosis—it also has an affirmative agenda. It’s about helping us resolve the tension between browsing and committing—and to do so in a just way. I say “just” because there are forces that are trying to resolve this tension through exclusion or oppression. There are people who tell us to escape the tension by turning back the clock to a time of involuntary commitments. “If only we returned to that glorious age where there were fewer choices about who and what to be,” they argue, “then we’ll feel good again.” And there are other people who aren’t looking backward to an ideal past but rather promising an ideal future where all uncertainties will be ironed out—by force, if necessary. This is what we get with cultish zealots of all stripes: an overdose of heavy meaning to combat a meaningless world.

Most of us are rightly skeptical of those who want to turn back the clock to a faux Eden or speed it up to bring about someone else’s idea of utopia. But we struggle to put forth a positive alternative to these compelling paths. And as we wait for one to emerge, we are left with the status quo—of Infinite Browsing Mode, of the hallway, of keeping our options open.

But this Culture of Open Options is not a neutral holding pattern. It’s a culture that arranges our economy against loyalty to particulars: particular neighborhoods, particular people, particular missions. It’s a culture that substitutes a morality of honor—guiding people toward the good and away from the bad—for a morality of indifference. It’s a culture that educates for advancement—résumé building and the ladder of success—over attachment: to crafts, causes, and communities of competence.

And it’s a culture that isn’t sustainable. It leads to the abandonment of communities, places, institutions, and reform efforts—and it leaves a vacuum for bad-faith actors to seize. If we, individually and collectively, keep our options open for too long, we’re going to be in trouble.

This book proposes a positive alternative to involuntary commitments and the Culture of Open Options. It’s a simple and obvious one: voluntary commitment. It’s the option to choose to dedicate ourselves to particular causes and crafts, places and communities, professions and people. It’s not about fully subsuming ourselves in them but about entering into faithful relationships with them. It’s not about ironing out all uncertainty but about being willing to temper our doubts enough to have commitments that last a little bit longer, are a little bit stickier, and have a little bit more authority over us. It’s not about escaping our liquid world by becoming rigid subjects but rather about transforming our world by becoming solid people.

Some caveats

Some caveats before I continue. For some, this message might already resonate. But for others, I imagine some might be skeptical about one person talking in such sweeping terms about the great tensions of our time. I respect the skepticism, because there are four big risks with talking about something like this.

The first risk is painting with too broad a brush. Nobody can wrap their arms around a whole culture—and the person who tries to is going to say something that isn’t true for everyone. All I can say in response is that I’m just one person identifying and attempting to elucidate one pattern that I have noticed about us. Recognizing the pattern has been useful to me. It’s given me a lens that has helped me better understand myself and my peers. There’s no definitive scientific proof—and all the cherry-picked data in the world isn’t going to make this pattern resonate with you if your experience is different.

The second risk of making this argument is that I’m saying something so vague that it’s obviously true. This is the opposite of the first risk—instead of risking getting something wrong, you risk getting everything right while saying nothing profound. After all, who doesn’t like commitment? I hope to avoid this by drawing out the intricate particularities of the phenomenon—the pleasures and pains of Infinite Browsing Mode, the history of our Culture of Open Options, the fears that make up our general fear of commitment, and, most important, the rewards at the other end of long hauls.

The third risk—and, in my opinion, the most significant one—is the risk of talking only to one segment of folks, rather than to everyone. There are people all over the world, as well as people right down the street, who don’t have the privilege of keeping their options open. Some people are just hustling for one more option in life. Some people have never found love, never found a place to call home, or never found a stable job. There’s a risk of someone reading this and thinking: What a good problem to have—too many options!

This is a serious risk. I am just one person—and I have been granted many options in my life. I, myself, bring to this book only my one narrow perspective. But I have taken a few steps to mitigate this risk. First, I tried my best not to write as if the term young people means urban, white, and rich young people. And I have worked to bring in other voices to broaden my perspective by interviewing more than fifty long-haul heroes, from all backgrounds, in the process of writing this book.

But I do suggest that struggling with Infinite Browsing Mode is more than a privileged predicament. Everyone is facing option overload today. If you’re not grappling with it in terms of where to work or which school to go to, you’re grappling with it in terms of who to love, where to be, and what to believe. I have a couple of friends who have spent time in state prison, a place where so much is chosen for you. And they have still had to grapple with what type of person they wanted to be while inside: Should they go to this worship service or that one, should they adopt this philosophy or another, should they spend their time this way or that way? This book is for them, too.

One more note on this risk: If you care about advancing the continuing liberation struggles that will give people even more options and free people from even more involuntary commitments, then you need to care about commitment, too. We are only as free as we are today because committed citizens, patriots, builders, stewards, artisans, and companions got us here. And every struggle for justice that remains today will only be advanced if enough dedicated people step up again.

One final risk: Who am I to even talk about this? Let me get this out of the way, loud and clear: I am no where close to being a long-haul hero, myself. I struggle with commitment like other young people today. But I am a commitment superfan—and I have spent the last few years collecting from master committers examples and stories, tips and tricks, reflections and rules of thumb. A poet friend of mine told me that he spent a bit of every day one summer looking at a piece of moss until he really got it—and only then did he allow himself to write a poem about it. I guess that’s what I’ve tried to do here: look at commitment for a long time until I understood it, and then, at that point, start writing down what I learned.


The stakes

I wrote this book because I believe whether we resolve this tension—whether more people click out of Infinite Browsing Mode and join up with the Counterculture of Commitment—matters. The stakes are high. On a personal level, they’re high because browsing forever can lead to great despair, while dedication can lead to great joy. But the stakes are high on a societal level, too. There are so many big problems to solve, systems to reform, institutions to rebuild, and breaches to repair in the world today. And I believe the biggest barrier to tackling any of these challenges is that there are simply not enough people dedicated to tackling them. There are not enough citizens crusading, patriots celebrating, builders creating, stewards attending, artisans refining, or companions accompanying. Commitment is the first step toward changing the world—and our fears of commitment are standing in the way of jumping in.

Why is commitment necessary to change? Because change happens slow, not fast. Everything that matters takes time—there are no shortcuts. Teaching a student, advancing a cause, healing a divide, rectifying an injustice, revitalizing a town, solving a hard problem, getting a new project off the ground—they all take time. If change happened quickly, we wouldn’t need commitment—our initial elation or anger would be enough. But when change takes time, we need something more—something that can get us through the boredom, distraction, exhaustion, and uncertainty that can plague any long-haul effort.

Commitment is also necessary to change because making change often looks less like designing and executing a battle plan and more like cultivating and maintaining a relationship. It is more organic than it is mechanical, more improvised than it is engineered. There are some processes we can’t “foolproof,” “scale,” or “automate.” Humans—and human institutions—are too complicated and varied to do so completely. The only way we can change institutions, communities, and people is by entering into relationships with them—by learning their nuances, by building a rapport, by having enough trust and flow to respond nimbly to unexpected circumstances. That’s why the best teachers are not the ones who have mastered the textbook—they’re the ones who have the deepest relationships with their students. It’s why the best mayors are not the smartest but the ones most faithfully committed to their city.

In his final book, Martin Luther King Jr. reflected: “The line of progress is never straight. For a period a movement may follow a straight line and then it encounters obstacles and the path bends. It is like curving around a mountain when you are approaching a city. Often it feels as though you were moving backward, and you lose sight of your goal; but in fact you are moving ahead, and soon you will see the city again, closer by.”

Indeed, what is static in successful movements is not the battle plan but the commitment to the movement’s vision and values. The sociologist Daniel Bell had a similar insight about belief. He wrote, “Gadgets can be engineered, programs can be designed… but belief has an organic quality, and it cannot be called into being by fiat. Once a faith is shattered, it takes a long time to grow again—for its soil is experience.” Again, change needs dedicated gardeners, not just clever engineers.

There is an old Onion op-ed with the headline: “Somebody Should Do Something About All the Problems.” I wrote this book because there is no “somebody” but us. If we cannot become a more dedicated people—if we cannot master, collectively, the slow work of cultivating relationships—“all the problems” will keep piling up. We often assume that some acute and looming threat—be it a foreign invader or a domestic demagogue—will be our civilization’s downfall. But if we are to end, that end is just as likely to come from something far less dramatic: our failure to sustain the work. It is not only the bomb or the bully that should keep us up at night. It’s also the garden untilled and the newcomer unwelcomed, the neighbor unhoused and the stranger unheard, the voice of the public unheeded and the long-simmering calamity unhalted. But we need not be afraid, for we have in our power the ability to perform the slow but necessary work of turning visions into projects, values into practices, and strangers into neighbors. But only if we commit.

Dedicated

Personal joy and communal flourishing would be enough. But there’s more: Commitment, I have observed, helps us feel more at peace in existence.

It’s hard to be certain about anything these days. We don’t know what to believe in, whom to trust, or what will even be around next year. We can’t tell what’s worth putting time into: what’s meaningful and what’s a mirage. Some respond to this uncertainty by looking for rigid truths to grasp on to, but for many young people today, myself included, that kind of fundamentalism doesn’t work for us. We don’t deny that there might be capital-T Truth out there. But if there is, we can only see it now, as it is written in Corinthians, “through a glass, darkly.” This uncertainty is part of why we have trouble committing. Since we know nothing for sure, we might think it’s safer in the hallway. Better not to choose a room at all than to be wrong about the one we choose.

But deep commitments can be a middle way between nihilism and fundamentalism. To commit is to enact partial certainty: to be willing to try something out for a long time, to embody it, and to see what happens. Unlike rigid fundamentalism, which too often involves importing certainty from the outside, commitment is about letting belief grow organically within us. As our own commitment deepens, we slowly develop a clearer understanding of what is good, beautiful, and true. Doubt comes with the territory. But the old spiritual “I Shall Not Be Moved,” after all, talks not about a stake driven into the ground but a “tree planted by the water.”

It’s not only uncertainty that makes us feel off-kilter in existence—it’s death, too. The grim fact looms: Our time is limited. For many of us, this is behind our infinite browsing. For some, our fear drives us to endless novelty as we try to play every game at the carnival before closing time. For others, our fear paralyzes, heightening our indecision. The poet Mary Oliver once asked: “Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?” I think she meant it as an encouragement, but some of us might find the question haunting: What if I plan wrong?

But what I have learned from the long-haul heroes is that these fears fade—at least a bit—as soon we start to commit. I love that the word dedicate has two meanings. First, it means to make something holy (like “dedicate a memorial”). But it also means to stick at something for a long time (like “she was dedicated to the project”). I don’t think this is a coincidence: We’re doing something holy when we choose to commit to something.

At its core, much of commitment is about taking control of our time. Death controls the length of our days. But we control the depth of our days. Commitment is about choosing to pursue—in the face of our limited length—boundless depth.

Dedicated people aren’t in denial about uncertainty or death, but they’re more at peace with each. By dedicating their time—by making it holy—they find the antidote to our shared dread. I hope this book can help you join them—to rebel from liquid modernity, become part of the Counterculture of Commitment, and place yourself among the dedicated. There is no better time than now for us to click out of Infinite Browsing Mode, pick a damn movie, and see it all the way through—before we fall asleep.






2 The Pleasures of Infinite Browsing Mode


Before I make the case against keeping our options open, I want to give browsing its due. When I think about the upside of browsing, I think about our late teens and early twenties: a time of liberation defined by moments of freedom from inherited commitments. It’s a time when many of us feel like we’ve escaped a locked room and entered a long hallway, with many different doors to browse.

I’ve seen all the good that can come from this phase. I’ve seen people gleefully zip in and out of relationships, in and out of career paths, and in and out of hobbies. There’s a shared understanding that everyone will keep things light, chill—that there are no hard feelings when someone wants to return to the hallway. I’ve seen the joy my friends felt when they found a community or identity that was more fitting for their authentic selves—the kid from a long line of doctors learning he wanted to be a comedian; the Orthodox woman who found the space to reject her home community’s gender roles; the friends with the long-term partners who discovered they weren’t the right fit. And mostly, I’ve seen all the delight people found in their endless stream of firsts: first cocktail, first salsa dance, first time waking up at someone else’s place, first bar scuffle, first midnight horror movie, first time you shared that long-held secret with someone—first this, first that, first everything.

Our culture is filled with stories from this phase of life. Perhaps the original browsing mantra is derived from Shakespeare’s The Merry Wives of Windsor: “The world is your oyster.” It’s an especially apt phrase for our young adulthood, because the character Pistol coins it in response to an older character saying he will no longer lend him money. “I will not lend thee a penny,” Falstaff says, so Pistol responds: “Why, then the world’s mine oyster, which I with sword will open.” There’s also, of course, the romance of hitting the open road. It’s the spirit of John Steinbeck’s Travels with Charley, Willie Nelson’s “On the Road Again,” and Alfonso Cuarón’s Y Tu Mamá También (whose one-sentence summary—“Teenagers embark on a road trip and learn a thing or two about life, friendship, love, and each other”—could have been written about dozens of popular films).

Some of our best stories come from the times when we were browsing around trying on new identities without much commitment. There’s the dreamy summer romance gone awry. There’s that strange gig as a flower deliverer or a roadie for that punk band or a babysitter for that wacky family. There’s that month spent in a Santa Fe commune, the season working a lobster boat in Maine, or the night in a dive in Columbus you only half remember. Infinite Browsing Mode is the supreme story generator.

Browsing is fun. It gives us room to grow without too much risk, to be more at home in ourselves, and (most fun of all) to have lots and lots of new experiences.

Flexibility

Flexibility—the ability to exit when you don’t like something anymore—is the most obvious pleasure of browsing. It means every decision is less consequential, because you can always change your mind and the browsing can continue.

This feeling of lightness is precious when we’re young. Often it’s simply a big relief. By the end of our teenage years, most of us have spent almost two decades inside systems that control most aspects of our lives. Those systems, no matter how good, weigh on us. That’s why there’s an immense pleasure that comes with the anonymity of going to a new place. You’re not burdened by the built-up notions people have of you or the built-up expectations people have for you.

Even good notions and expectations are heavy. When you’re finally anonymous, you might be relieved that you’re not expected to be the easygoing one anymore, or the funny one, or the eager helper. This is the joy of the road trip—you can take off at any exit, show up at a bar, and be whoever you want to be. The locals don’t need to know you were once a math nerd or prom queen, choirboy or stoner.

These days it’s a cliché to be told on a first date: “I have just gotten out of a long-term relationship, and I want to keep this light.” For many of us, this is what we want the world to know when we are young: “I just got out of this situation with this one family in this one place with this one role for a very long time—and I’m not going to jump into a whole new one just yet.” This is why people who don’t “keep it light” in this period of life are often trouble—why it’s a red flag when the person down the hall declares you their new best friend on the first day of freshman year or a guy starts talking baby names after a good first date. In The Unbearable Lightness of Being, Milan Kundera describes the absence of commitments as causing us “to be lighter than air, to soar into heights, take leave of the earth” and “become only half real,” where our movements are “as free as they are insignificant.” Some may read this description as derisive, but there’s nothing wrong with taking some time when you keep the stakes low. It’s helpful, at least for a while.

Flexibility is not just a relief—it’s a prerequisite for exploration. If you feel a heaviness in everything—if you’re thinking, If I join this, I can’t quit; if I go on this date, we’re getting married—then you limit yourself. And we don’t fully know ourselves when we’re starting out.

I spent most of my life thinking I wouldn’t find a partner. And when I did entertain the thought that I might find one, I had this specific set of ideas worked out about what I thought she would be like. But one summer my friend Jon told me that I was thinking about it all wrong.

“Your partner isn’t going to be like a new computer, with detailed specifications,” he told me. “Let go of all that and just let your heart figure it out.”

Back at school later that year, I tried to lighten up about love. I stopped thinking about it and started feeling about it. And my heart opened up to someone who was nothing like the person I’d pictured. If I wasn’t light about the whole experience, it wouldn’t have happened. And learning what doesn’t click for us tells us as much about ourselves as what does. Without that flexibility, there’s no exploration—and if there’s no exploration, you never get the chance to find out who you are.


Authenticity

The most important fruit of this flexibility, and the exploration that comes with it, is the second pleasure of browsing: the authenticity of shedding an inherited commitment that doesn’t reflect one’s true self.

The Catholic mystic Thomas Merton wrote often about the idea of the “false self”—the “illusory person” who shadows us. The false self is the person who we misguidedly think we want to be—maybe it’s the person who we think will best please our family and friends, or gain us acceptance with some in-crowd, or secure our status in our community. But this self, Merton says, is an illusion—it’s outside of reality, outside of life, and (for him) outside of God’s inner calling for us.

We are unable to see past the illusion, Merton explains, because we “clothe this false self and construct its nothingness into something objectively real.” We cover it with “pleasures and glory like bandages” to make it perceptible to ourself and the world, as if it were “an invisible body that could only become visible when something visible covered its surface.” You can see examples of this struggle among teenagers—the girl who acts unnecessarily aggressive so that everyone knows she’s not to be messed with, the guy who fills his binders with Bible quotes so that everyone knows he’s devout, the cocky debater who name-drops Hegel or Nietzsche in casual conversation so that everyone knows he’s smart. That’s what Merton means by clothing the false self.
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