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In memory of my mom, Ida




Men, it has been well said, think in herds; it will be seen that they go mad in herds, while they only recover their senses slowly, and one by one.

—CHARLES MACKAY1







PROLOGUE


Psychedelic Sheep

In April 2015, my parents flew from West Michigan to Dublin to meet me for a family vacation. I’d been living in Italy since 2013, and this was only my second time seeing them since the move. I missed them, and was excited to explore a place where my dad claimed we might have some roots.

I waited to pick them up from the airport in a rented Volkswagen Passat that I was still getting used to. I was sitting behind a steering wheel on the “wrong” side of the car, navigating the opposite side of the road. I suspected the ride to our hotel would make my dad anxious. A retired truck driver, he had spent his life behind the wheel. He was never comfortable in the passenger seat.

My parents’ faces lit up as they emerged from the sliding doors of the airport, and I hugged them at the curb. As we loaded their things into the trunk, my mom surveyed the luggage, then brought her palm to her forehead and closed her eyes. “Lee, did you forget to take the bag with my laptop in it off the plane?” My dad looked defeated, as if he expected to have forgotten something. “Oh, gosh, honey, I…” His voice trailed off. A security officer barked at us to keep moving.

Reassuring them that everything would be okay, I parked the car in the short-term garage and went inside to see what I could do. The arrivals hall was still thinning out from their flight, and a handful of Aer Lingus crew members were making their way toward the staff exit. I had only just begun looking for the lost-baggage counter when I spotted a freckle-faced attendant doubled over in laughter with a colleague. Slung over her shoulder—like a ten-pound Dell bowling ball—was what looked unmistakably like my mom’s laptop bag. I approached her and said, “Hi, I think that bag might belong to my parents.”

“Oh, yes, here you go, love,” she said, handing it over without so much as checking an ID. “You look like your da!” She passed the bag to me and, with a quick grin, turned back to her colleague as if nothing unusual had happened.

And then we were off, on the road to the Dingle Peninsula. My dad was eerily calm as I drove down the narrow roads with a white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel, winding around tight bends with short stone walls on both sides. I clipped too close to one of the walls when the road suddenly constricted, yanking the wheel to keep us on course. My dad didn’t say a word. I didn’t complain, but something was different.

I’ve learned a lot about memory and perception since that day in Ireland. One of the biggest lessons is that we fail to grasp the scale of change when we’re immersed in it.

As an only child, I had a close relationship with my parents. Their yearly highlight was visiting me wherever I lived—New York, Hong Kong, Los Angeles, Las Vegas, Italy. I had noticed, though, that in the past couple of years the trips had started to seem like tests of endurance for them. Changes I would not have noticed if we were together every day became more pronounced when so much time passed between visits: the gentle fading of color in my mom’s cheeks, the slower rhythm of their walking, the disjointed flow of a family conversation.

Still, we had a full slate of activities scheduled for this trip. The first morning we went to see Fungie—a solitary bottlenose dolphin who had showed up in the Dingle harbor in 1983 and was still there.1 How or why he had separated himself from his fellow dolphins, who typically travel in pods of five to twenty, was a mystery to scientists.

As we rode the boat out, the captain told Irish jokes and got us excited to see this marine mammal. After a long wait, Fungie finally made an appearance and played around the boat for about fifteen minutes. I thought he looked tired—he was estimated to be forty to forty-five years old (for a dolphin, the equivalent of about eighty human years)—but also content, like there was nothing else he’d rather be doing. My mom seemed unimpressed, as if she would have preferred another cigarette at that moment. My dad chuckled and said, “Cool.”

Back on shore, we drank a pint of Guinness at a local pub before embarking on Slea Head Drive, a twenty-four-mile loop around the peninsula that snakes through mountain passes, farmland, and the weathered ruins of stone huts and ancient churches. We rounded a curve to find a vast expanse of blue where the ocean met the sky; in other places the cliffs pressed inward, and the high rock faces appeared ominous, looming over us through the car’s tiny sunroof.

We attempted to make a pit stop for coffee in one of the few towns along the route, but we quickly noticed that nothing—not the pub, not the one-room schoolhouse or post office, not even the church—was open.

We continued on our way. My mom, an artist, told me about her latest glassblowing project and asked if I would be home for Christmas. My dad had been quiet, staring out the window. Then, without warning, he said, “Sorry, pull over.” He pushed the words out between shallow gasps.

At the urgency in his voice, I whipped the car onto the narrow shoulder of the mountain pass. I could see the sea flashing between the rocks. My dad got out and hobbled over to a waist-high boulder separating the road from the cliff. He braced himself on it with one arm and stared into the gravel. “Give me a minute,” he said.

My mom jumped out of the car. “What are you feeling?” she asked. My dad was too ill to respond. I looked inside the car for water. Nothing. “Dad, can you talk to me?” He put up a hand to signal that he couldn’t. Then he threw up.

My mom and I made eye contact, tacitly acknowledging that we knew we needed to get my dad medical care as soon as possible. He would never ask for it or seek it out, but this seemed far more serious than an upset stomach. I googled the words heart attack but was met with a tiny pixelated icon of a T. rex and the message No internet on the screen.

I convinced my dad to get back in the car and, since there was no mobile service, raced back into the small town we had come from to look for help. Still no service, still nothing open. I began running door to door, banging the knockers on the quaint houses that lined the street. My palms were clammy and I could feel my heart thumping in my chest. My mind jumped back and forth between thinking about the urgency of the moment and how strange these tiny houses looked, like small cottages or hobbit holes. I wondered who might live in them.

I never found out. No one answered.

I needed to get to the nearest hospital, but I didn’t know where it was. I felt myself slipping into panic.

I was about twenty yards from the end of a block on the edge of town when a lone woman turned the corner onto the street, walking a dirty white sheepdog, its head as high as her chest. I jogged in her direction but approached cautiously until the dog started turning circles in place, wagging its tail.

“Where is everyone?” I pleaded. “My dad needs a doctor.”

Everyone in town was at a festival back in Dingle, she told me. There was a small medical clinic there, she said, and gave me precise directions on how to find it (spotting buildings and particular trees that served as landmarks for where to turn and how to know I was going the right way). I struggled to keep these images in my head as I ran back to the car.

We made the twenty-minute trip back to Dingle. My dad gripped the door handle, looking as if he wanted to say something but couldn’t get it out. He opened and closed his free hand as if trying to get blood flowing to a dead limb. Every now and then he’d put his head out the window and let out a whistling wheeze.

My mom sat directly behind him, quiet but occasionally reaching her hand over the seatback to rub his shoulder. I was focused on driving at high speed down precarious roads while also unsettled by my dad not protesting a trip to the doctor.

The clinic building sent mixed signals. The lights were off, but the front door was open. We hurried inside, and the doctor on duty greeted us in the lobby as if she’d been expecting us. She was a young woman with piercing green eyes and an Irish accent so strong we had a hard time understanding her. But after we described what had happened, and after she checked his vital signs, I had no problem making out what would happen next. “Your dad’s oxygen levels are extremely low. I am not sure what’s wrong, but he needs to go to the hospital right away. I’m calling an ambulance.”

We learned that she was sending him to the hospital in the town of Tralee, about an hour away.

When the ambulance arrived, the paramedics greeted my dad and told him where they were taking him. He nodded and seemed eager to follow their instructions. My mom and I grabbed his hands, kissed him on both cheeks, and told him that we loved him. He gave a thumbs-up before the ambulance door closed. I turned away, trying to remember the image in case it was the last time I saw him alive.

We followed him in the Passat. I couldn’t keep up with the ambulance, but I was close enough that I would glimpse it in the distance after we turned a corner onto a straight stretch of road. We said nothing, each of us processing what was happening in our own way.

Every so often, as the road curved and straightened, the sound of the siren would slip through our open window. Its brief wail only thickened the stillness. Silent tears ran down my mom’s face.

Because my dad was eleven years older than my mom, we’d talked a few times about the possibility that my dad might not be around toward the end of her life. But it had always been theoretical—a distant, unreal thing. It was a fear that I knew my mom had, though. Because I was thinking about it on the drive, I know she was too.

My senses seemed to sharpen as we wound our way through the countryside. I saw things that had escaped my attention before. Looking out the window at the green landscape, I noticed sheep roaming in every direction. They weren’t like any sheep I had ever seen. Most had a symbol—a circle, triangle, or number—spray-painted onto their coats in bright neon colors: red, purple, green, orange, and pink. Why would anyone paint their sheep like that?

As we neared the hospital, I felt something within me shift. For years, I had pushed away doubts about my parents’ ability to remain independent, but now the truth was plain: They needed help. The many years my mom and I had spent in denial about Dad’s encroaching dementia were now over. I was stripped of the comfort of escape.

As we turned the bend and the town of Tralee finally came into view, I heard the siren blare one last time and snapped back to the present. We arrived at the hospital as the paramedics counted to three and moved my dad onto a stretcher. Neon orange stripes on the back of the ambulance doors reminded me of the sheep in the pastures. And then a nurse—broad-shouldered, forearms inked with fading lines of scripture and skulls—wheeled him to a bed and flung the privacy curtain shut in a single motion. The metal rings clattered along the rail, sealing off the bed like the final act of a play no one wanted to watch. “Someone will be right in,” he said.

In the time between getting a bed and seeing a doctor—a space punctuated by beeping machines—I had to think about something else to prevent myself from spiraling. I gravitated back to those strange-looking, spray-painted sheep. I didn’t yet know my dad’s fate, but I wondered: What happens to those sheep when their shepherd dies?
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INTRODUCTION



“Which one of you, having a hundred sheep and losing one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness and go after the one that is lost until he finds it?”

—LUKE 15:4








The Parable and the Puzzle

A single sheep wanders far from its flock, lost. The shepherd leaves the ninety-nine others exposed and unattended to go after it. When he finds the stray sheep, he brings it home and rejoices.

The point of this biblical parable seems simple: Every member of the flock is important, and the good shepherd seeks what is lost. But who in their right mind risks ninety-nine to save one? What if a pack of wolves had arrived after the shepherd left and decimated the flock? And what’s so compelling about the flock, anyway? Maybe the stray sheep lacked gregarious instinct and, like Fungie the dolphin, would have been happy in a different home.

Over the past decade, I’ve thought about this parable many times. I’m a Christian, and I value its traditional theological meaning. But I began to wonder whether it also teaches something true about human nature: the unseen dynamics between individuals and groups, and the tension between belonging and becoming oneself.

We live in groups and in relation to them. They shape us, and we, in turn, shape them. Much of what happens in the charged space between the one and the many—the self and the family, the individual and the crowd—remains unseen.

These relationships run so deep that we seldom step back to see them clearly. We don’t recognize the unspoken rules that govern our connection to groups until we cross them. The US military’s tradition of “no soldier left behind,” codified in the Army Ranger Creed and echoed across all branches, shows the power of making expectations explicit. If you’re left behind in battle, you know someone is coming for you.

Most communities leave the nature of relationships ambiguous. We only discover the truth in moments of testing, when something disrupts the status quo: when a teammate refuses to go along, a member questions direction, or rules are broken.

This book explores how our communities—those we’re born into, those we join, those we interact with from a distance, and those we resist—shape who we become, and how we can shape them. It also shows how we can reclaim freedom and responsibility in those communities—an effort that, if practiced at scale, will reshape the character of our society.



How to Leave a Tribe

In the past few decades, hundreds of books and essays have been written about how to find your tribe. Humans have strong tribal instincts, and they aren’t going away. But in a world of increasing uncertainty, tribes can move from healthy to harmful with startling speed. The deeper skill today is not finding a tribe but knowing when and how to leave one—and gaining the ability to belong without disappearing.

This book’s premise is simple: Each of us is torn between belonging and differentiation, and few ever learn to manage that tension. We might not even realize it exists. Once we become aware of the tension and learn to navigate it, we can live with far more freedom—and far more integrity—than ever.

Hidden social forces shape our relationship to groups. The education system doesn’t help children see these forces, even though they play a defining role in adolescence. Families try to prepare children to be confident and self-possessed, but the world incentivizes conformity. They’re left to face a landscape of social contagion and peer pressure—anxious, imitative, and uncharted—without a map. We often lack one ourselves.

Social contagion has been exacerbated by technology. It has now spilled over into everything from politics to markets, workplaces, and friendships. Resisting this current requires clear eyes, a fresh mindset, and the disciplined development of inner muscles. It’s the first step toward a self that is not given to you, but forged—and fully alive.




The Unspoken Precondition

It took me fifteen years to see what was hiding in plain sight: In the parable of the lost sheep, the shepherd does not choose between belonging and differentiation. He wants to bring the one lost sheep back into the fold, but he knows and cares for each of the other ninety-nine individually.

When we hear this story, we instinctively identify with the one who is lost. In that sheep we recognize our own struggle for differentiation: the desire to become an individual without losing our place in the fold.

Something is overlooked in the parable, though: The freedom of the sheep to stray, even though dangerous, is the unspoken precondition of the entire story. Without the freedom to leave, our relationship to communities becomes sterile, even deadening.



This book traces a movement from fear and scarcity—through which identity is shaped in reaction to others—and toward something essential: the heart of the shepherd.

The shepherd doesn’t resolve the tension between the individual and the community. He moves inside it. He doesn’t choose the one over the ninety-nine; he refuses the false choice altogether. Seeking the lost sheep is an act of love—one that honors a life capable of wandering on its own. Returning it to the flock is likewise an act of love: A community isn’t whole when even one of its members is missing.

Integrating these truths is lifelong work. When we do, we’re no longer pulled apart by the forces of isolation on one side and totalizing tribalism on the other. We begin to inhabit communities that can stretch to include difference without collapsing, and to form selves that can stand apart without severing connection. That tension—rightly held—is the foundation of real freedom.

The tension between individuality and belonging has animated thinkers from Plato and Aristotle to Tocqueville, Marx, Nietzsche, Max Weber, Émile Durkheim, David Riesman, Robert Nisbet, and Wendell Berry.* Today that ancient conversation unfolds under new conditions: technologies those thinkers could never have imagined, the growing sense that liberal democracy is faltering, and uncertainty about how artificial intelligence will reshape our social fabric. Social stability now sits on a knife’s edge.

In an era of social contagion, living a meaningful life demands the cultivation of what Murray Bowen called the solid self.



The Pseudo-Self Versus the Solid Self

Most of us live from a negotiable version of ourselves. We negotiate who we are in real time to avoid the anxiety that would be provoked if we disrupted the default emotional system of the group—a system we are usually only subconsciously aware of.

This malleable self, which is captive to what others want or expect, is the pseudo-self.1 If you grew up in a family that was conflict avoidant, you likely have a pseudo-self that is skilled at doing or saying whatever gets a group back to emotional equilibrium whenever there is a disturbance. “The pseudo-self is acquired from others,” Bowen wrote, “and it is negotiable in relationship with others.”2 That negotiability means that it’s particularly susceptible to social contagion.

In contrast, the solid self is not negotiable in every interaction. It is the level of self that is not dependent on social expectations, allowing a person to be part of a group without fusing with it. A solid self can communicate what they believe and stand for, or what they will or will not do, without engaging in social calculus. The solid self is capable of change—solid does not mean rigid—but the change happens intentionally, and more gradually, than changes in the pseudo-self.

We all possess degrees of a pseudo- and solid self, and they are not fixed. Forging a solid self is difficult, though, and the obstacles to doing so are multiplying: education built on conformity, technology designed to remove social friction, and politics that rewards allegiance over integrity. Together these forces make it harder to become a person who can stand firm without withdrawing and belong without losing themselves.

You have probably met someone with a solid self. You may have encountered them in a stressful social situation when others get triggered or upset, but they remain unalarmed. Or you may have encountered them in a group setting in which they state a differing opinion without feeling the need to apologize for it or hedge it. Or they are simply the people who make it possible for you to be yourself, because you sense they do not require your conformity. Unfortunately, these people are rare.

If we continue down our current path toward systemic conformity, the future will be dominated by pliable selves—shaped not by conviction but convenience, ready to bend with every social current. But I’m optimistic that we can build more places and practices that cultivate the solid self. This has to happen at both the individual and societal levels if anything is going to change at scale.

The headwinds are real: Powerful institutions form pseudo-selves by rewarding compliance and punishing conscience. Still, the choice remains stark. Either we become solid or we perish as shadows of one another.




The Vanishing Threshold

Most people think of a rite of passage as a ceremony or milestone—a bar mitzvah, confirmation, wedding, or even a first cocktail. These rituals matter, but they represent only the outer shell. In 1909, Arnold van Gennep identified the actual structure that gives these moments their real power.

He noticed a universal pattern across all cultures (pictured in the chart below): First, people would separate from a group; second, they would go through a period of testing and transformation (which he called the “liminal phase”); third, and finally, they would reintegrate—or become part of a new group—with a transformed sense of identity.3

Seen in this light, rites of passage are not rituals to merely mark change but the process through which people actually change, including the way they relate to the groups of which they’re a part. The change does not only mean a change in status but a substantial change at the level of the solid self.

People who live mostly through their pseudo-selves can pass through countless rites of passage, some of them little more than shifts in affiliation from one group to the next. There are darker versions: the initiations that pull teenagers into violent street gangs, the hazing rituals that demand humiliation as proof of loyalty, the online subcultures that groom the vulnerable into developing extremist identities. The rites that matter most are the ones that lead to a more solid self—rites that are demanding enough to change a person and ordered toward their good and the good of the communities they inhabit.
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A healthy society provides rites of passage that help people to do this: in its education system, in its institutions, and in its families. An unhealthy society, on the other hand, offers few such rites of passage. Right now, our society seems to be deeply sick.

Since van Gennep first used the term, the landscape of our culture has shifted dramatically. People marry and have children later, change jobs more frequently, and live large portions of their lives online.4 The processes that once guided individuals into maturity—into people and competent citizens—are disappearing, mutating, and coming apart.

Our task is urgent. We must find new pathways for the development of solid selves. Isolation has its uses—it sharpens perception and reveals what we rely on too heavily—but it is only preparation for returning to others on different terms.



The Measure of a Self

The human drive to differentiate never dies. When old rites of passage vanish, that drive simply moves elsewhere—often into whatever new passages our culture offers. To judge these pathways, we need a simple criterion: Do they help form a solid self, or merely a pseudo-self?

We can find orientation in communities that have long-established rites of passage.

The Amish tradition of rumspringa (from the Pennsylvania Dutch word for running around) gives adolescents, usually around the age of sixteen, a period of freedom to explore the world. They drive cars, use modern technology, and dress in regular clothes before deciding whether to be baptized into the Amish church as adults. It is a critical time of testing and discernment: They pass through the liminal phase, separated from the community, and must negotiate their relationship with both the group and the wider world before either reintegrating or leaving. Many return.

Most American youth are left to figure things out on their own. Unlike the Amish, many don’t have a strong community to initially identify with. What are they separating from as they embark on these new rites of passage?

Traditional reference points have been removed. In their place are often influencers and lifestyle marketers. There are millions of tribes online for niche interests and fandoms: fanatics of true crime and political actors, e-girls who construct personalities through highly curated online personas, private group chats that people strive to enter. All provide avenues to differentiate one’s identity from others. We see this in the evolving language for expressing gender and sexual identity.

The search for meaningful thresholds doesn’t stop there. A new operation called Sky Cave Retreats offers “darkness retreats,” where children are led through a rite of passage.5 In some of the Sky Cave promotional videos, children emerge blinking into light they are seeing for the first time in many hours, talking into a camera about what the experience was like.

As these pathways proliferate, the more extreme the measure, the more assured the promise of change: a solo trip around the world, a radical new online persona, ayahuasca, Burning Man, an ultramarathon. All promise change, or at least the feeling of being unstuck. Sometimes, they may even deliver.

We must evaluate these experiences against a single standard: Are they creating solid selves? Or are they merely novel ways to remain asleep?

Many of these new rites are strikingly individualistic. A rite of passage, according to van Gennep’s definition, always requires a communal dimension—a shift in an individual’s relationship to a group. We must learn to form healthy associations with others even in the midst of profound change. Without integration into a strong community, a new passage risks leaving one unmoored—changed, perhaps, but alone.



The Comfort of Captivity

The implications of living in a world that doesn’t form solid selves are substantial. It is harder to belong without conforming. The celebration of superficial differences comes at the expense of depth. As historian Christopher Lasch warned long ago, there are psychological and social factors that make people flee toward comfort in the form of false security.

In the early 1950s, in the long shadow of the war, NATO formed, the Iron Curtain hardened, McCarthyism reached its height, and the postwar consumer boom began. Some sensed that mass comfort could become its own form of captivity. In 1951 alone, three major books appeared—Eric Hoffer’s The True Believer, Ernst Jünger’s The Forest Passage, and Hannah Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism—each asking how a person might remain free in an age of ideological and social pressure. It was the last great period when the West sought to rediscover the true nature of personhood in the shadow of faceless crowds, cult personalities, and totalizing conformity. Seventy-five years later, we face a similar threat—only now, the crowd lives in our pockets. In The True Believer, Eric Hoffer foresaw the consequences of a world in which people no longer had the skill, or the will, to stand as solid selves. “A mass movement,” he wrote, “appeals not to those intent on bolstering and advancing a cherished self, but to those who crave to be rid of an unwanted self.”6

In The Forest Passage, Jünger writes about the truly free human person: “In all epochs there will be powers that seek to force a mask on him, at times totemic powers, at times magical or technical ones. Rigidity then increases, and with it fear. The arts petrify, dogma becomes absolute. Yet, since time immemorial, the spectacle also repeats of man removing the mask, and the happiness that follows is a reflection of the light of freedom.”7 In the absence of meaningful rites of passage that develop solid selves, we are left to face the contagion of the crowd unequipped.



The Passage Ahead

In the chapters that follow, we will explore how to form an “I” strong enough to speak and act in our own name, without losing our connection to others.

This book unfolds in ten chapters that follow the rhythm of life. By the end, you should see with new clarity how individuals and groups shape one another—and how you can harness that dynamic rather than be controlled by it. You will also have a tool kit for making wise decisions about which groups you participate in. You will understand how to exercise agency effectively, and how to be part of communities as a solid self.

If we are willing to stand in the tension between the one and the ninety-nine, we can discover how to live together truthfully in relationships that help us become fully alive—alive in ourselves, and alive in one another.
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PART I
THE TENSION BETWEEN THE ONE AND THE MANY




The false prophet will accept any answer, provided that it is not his own, provided it is not the answer of the herd. The sheep mentality, on the other hand, accepts any answer that circulates in its own flock, provided only that it is not the answer of a prophet who has not been dead for at least five hundred years. If I know anything of intellectual honesty,… it seems to me that the honest position lies somewhere in between.

—THOMAS MERTON, NO MAN IS AN ISLAND1
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1
TRIBES AND TRANSCENDENCE
Why the Crowd Is Never Enough






Hamburg, Germany, 1936. Amid the sea of arms raised to Hitler, one man, August Landmesser, stands still. He does not salute. What set him apart?

In his 1895 book, The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind, Gustave Le Bon sought to understand a new force shaping the world. It was not technology, even though the industrial revolution was in full swing—it was the emergence of crowds.

In the crowd, Le Bon wrote, a person “is no longer himself, but has become an automaton who has ceased to be guided by his will.”1 In the crowd, people lose their freedom. They become susceptible to influence, submerged in the irrational dynamic of the collective will. They lose their ability to think critically. They experience themselves as anonymous, unseen. And yet the man in the photo suggests that this process is not inevitable. It’s possible to be in a crowd, but not subsumed by it.



Landmesser had joined the Nazi Party in 1931 seeking work.* He was expelled in 1935 after he became engaged to a Jewish woman, Irma Eckler.2 By the time he refused to salute in 1936, he was already under intense scrutiny about the relationship. He escaped that day in the shipyard without severe consequences, but he was in the sights of the Nazis.

In 1937, the family—August and Irma now had a baby daughter—tried to flee across the Danish border and got caught. He was charged with “dishonoring the race” or “racial infamy” under the newly established Nuremberg Laws, a set of antisemitic and racist laws enacted by the Nazi Party.3 Landmesser again avoided punishment, but he was warned that next time consequences would be severe. The couple publicly continued their relationship until they were arrested and sent to separate concentration camps in 1938.

Irma is believed to have been killed in 1942 at a Nazi death camp. August survived and was even briefly released, but he was drafted into the 999th Penal Infantry Battalion—a unit for “politically unreliable” conscripts often sent into extraordinarily dangerous situations.4 He went missing in action later the same year.

When I first saw the photo of the Nazi gathering, I didn’t see Landmesser right away. When I finally spotted him, I was jolted. I had to face the terrifying question of whether I would have done what he did. It’s easy to exempt ourselves from the behavior of crowds from a historical distance. In reality, the truth is more complex.

Landmesser wasn’t performing for the camera. He didn’t know a Hitler propagandist was standing in the bleachers taking that picture. He didn’t expect to be written about ninety years later. And that is what makes his actions so compelling. His response wasn’t shaped by the crowd, validation, or gain.

In an age governed by powerful social incentives, the refusal to perform is enough to set someone apart.


The Refusal to Salute

Every man saluting that day was responding to something. Some to Hitler, others to the crowd.

Humans, like sheep, have a strong instinct to belong. We have evolved to be tribal creatures, and we reap the benefits of our tribes: protection, shared stories, and a sense of belonging.* At the same time, tribes are dangerous. When we’re part of one, an instinct for self-preservation takes over: We don’t want to be singled out or turned against. Yet history offers plenty of examples of people who, like Landmesser, managed to override that instinct.

We like social validation, but we don’t have to be determined by it. What society prizes at a given time is often the very thing that erodes our integrity.

The difference between social value and real, intrinsic value is paramount in the moral sphere. In different periods of time the prevailing view of what is morally legitimate can shift dramatically. The most obvious example for Americans is the history of slavery.

Humans can rise above tribal instincts and evaluate things on their own terms, according to measures of value that are not socially determined. This reveals the great gulf between what is socially prized and what is objectively good.

August Landmesser’s story suggests that his decision not to raise his arm was based on a direct judgment of reality: whether the future dictator standing before him asking for his allegiance was worthy of it—not whether anyone else around him thought so.

We can learn to evaluate things as they are and respond according to our own judgment, not the crowd’s. The path is difficult, requiring sometimes heroic courage and sacrifice, but the rewards of trying are a life of meaning and the peace of mind that comes from knowing we’re not simply acting out roles dictated by our milieu.

Responding to reality as a whole person, with mind and heart fully engaged, allows us to say “I” and take ownership of our actions—rather than dissolving into an impersonal crowd that absolves us of responsibility.



The Call of Reality

Each day we encounter values that invite us to respond. They compete for our attention. Which ones we respond to—and how we respond to them—gives shape to our days, and eventually to our lives.

The first step is establishing a framework for understanding value response. This lens will allow you to recognize it in your daily life. After you see it in the world, it is impossible to unsee.

First, we must define value.



In some schools of economics, the prices of goods and services in the marketplace are considered subjective—that is, determined by subjects like you and me rather than by objective value. The value that you or I give a piece of clothing in a store is shaped by our preferences, which vary widely from person to person. That’s not the type of value we’re after.

In the moral sphere, values exist that are not determined by subjective preference. The truthfulness of a statement does not depend on whether I like it; a lie remains a lie even if it benefits me. We have laws and courts that—if they are functioning correctly—try to map the administration of justice onto what is truly just or unjust in a society. The killing of an innocent person is unjust, and we don’t leave it up to what the murderer thinks or feels about it.

Not all laws are just, and their application often falls short. But the very existence of the law, at least when understood as a moral enterprise rather than a decree, implies that there are objective values we are striving to honor when making the laws.*

Reality makes claims on us. Even its beauty asks us for something.



Some of the strongest proponents of objective values in the twentieth century, such as Max Scheler and Dietrich von Hildebrand, believed that even aesthetic values could be objective. Against the idea that beauty is merely subjective, in the eye of the beholder alone, they argued that some things are intrinsically more beautiful than others. To translate this into today’s terms: Some symphonies are more sublime than others, a real sunset more beautiful than an AI-generated one, a Gothic cathedral more beautiful than a strip mall.*

We see this truth most clearly when someone fails to respond to something worthy of wonder. Imagine you’re walking around Barcelona with a friend. You finish a glass of crisp Macabeo wine and a tapas spread of pan con tomate. Life is good. You enter la Sagrada Família, a cathedral designed by the famous Antoni Gaudí that has been under construction for 140 years. Columns rise like trees toward a bright canopy; the space is built to lift the spirit.

But in the thirty minutes you’ve been inside, your friend barely looks up. Upon entering, he puts on headphones to listen to a podcast. He scrolls social media. He only looks when something particularly striking catches his eye—but even then, only for a few seconds. Then he tells you to meet him outside.

He isn’t present—and more than that, he isn’t affected. Maybe he’s waiting on a text, or constant scrolling has numbed his capacity for wonder the way snackable content ruins a book. Whatever the cause, the cathedral’s grandeur leaves him unmoved.

A response to an objective value is an act of transcendence: it is a movement out of ourselves—even if we are hungry, cold, or distracted. And in that movement, we are changed.




The Architecture of Character

The way a person responds—or fails to respond—to objective values ends up shaping their personality.

Failing to respond to important values leads to irreverence—not only toward the values neglected, but eventually toward all things. Reverence toward small things trains us to be reverent toward great things. Reverence, in short, is the precondition for value response.

We are differentiated by the depth of our value response. Greater things deserve greater responses, and lesser things lesser ones. (As great of a film as The Big Lebowski is, I think we’d all agree that it would be strange if someone wept when it was over, claiming nothing had ever moved them quite like it—there would be some lack of correspondence between the thing and the response.) One of the most important features of value response is giving things their proper due, according to the measure they deserve.

Plato and Aristotle first communicated a view of the world in which humans have the capacity to respond to the true, the good, and the beautiful even on a prerational basis. We are value-responding creatures, whether we’re responding to negative values to which we react with horror or disgust, or to positive values to which we might respond with wonder, gratitude, and love.5

Value Response: The intentional act by which a person responds to an objective value. A healthy value response is also proportionate to the rank of the value.

In Plato’s Republic, Socrates explains why music and poetic education matter. By showing children how to love what is beautiful and hate what is ugly—before they can even articulate why—their spontaneous responses already track the objective order of reality.6 When reason awakens, they’re already disposed to be affected by the true, the good, and the beautiful—attuned to values at the deepest layer of their being.

A reverent person is repulsed by what is repugnant, sad about what is sad, joyful at that which is worthy of rejoicing over. Someone who has spent their life responding to values according to the measure they deserve has a texture to their personality that reflects the texture of reality—not the texture of any one particular social group. The ability to respond to values makes a person more interesting and harder to situate than one who simply echoes the prevailing crowd.



The Hierarchy of Importance

I was reminded of my own struggle with value response while trying to write one recent winter. I found myself torn between pouring myself a fourth cup of coffee, scrolling through hot takes about the latest political drama on my phone, and lacing up for a workout.

I dismissed the idea that a fourth cup of coffee would be satisfying— I was already on the verge of jitters. Maybe I’d just drink half.

Then there was the temptation of scrolling social media. I didn’t want to be ignorant about current events my friends would be talking about. I knew that it would take me out of my writing zone, but I started to give in.

I saw, beneath some loose paperwork on my desk, a postcard I’d received in the mail inviting me for a free guest visit to a new gym in our neighborhood. That would be the healthier thing to do in this situation, I thought. But my workload was overwhelming, I had a looming deadline, and I wasn’t sure I had the time.

The coffee, the scrolling, and the workout were each important to me but for different reasons: the coffee because it was subjectively satisfying to me at that moment; the social media scrolling because it was socially important; and the workout because it was objectively good for me.

Suddenly I heard a voice behind me. “Dadaaaa!” It was my eighteen-month-old daughter. She smacked open the door to my office, ran over to my desk, and buried her head in my lap.

I must admit that, for a moment, I felt a slight tinge of annoyance. Earlier that morning, my wife and I had agreed that I would have a couple of uninterrupted hours to work before we swapped childcare duties for the afternoon. But it only took a second for that frustration to dissipate. As my daughter hugged my leg and pointed at my screen, I realized what was most important—what was worthy of a response from me at that moment. For the next fifteen minutes, she sat on my lap and pretended to help me edit this book.

I share this anecdote because the three things vying for importance before my daughter ran in mirror the three ways we get trapped—within ourselves and within our tribes. Value response is the way out. The first step is mapping the ways in which things are important to us.

Important Because Subjectively Satisfying
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