LIVING THE UNKNOWN
Even the few steady frameworks in our lives are undergoing an upheaval in the revolutionary period in which we live.  We have been thrust into a new world in which uncertainty forcefully takes control.  But instead of welcoming it with Clonex, it’s best to embrace it with open arms:  it is exactly what will invigorate us and keep us alive	Comment by Avraham Kallenbach: In America I believe it’s called Klonopin, you could also just write: “But instead of welcoming it with a strong dosage of anti-anxiety meds, it’s…” 

On the way to my wife’s parents, traveling on Highway 5, we pass the city of the dead at the Yarkon Cemetery.  Its multi-level construction makes it impossible to ignore the fact that a cemetery awaits us all.
My wife is speaking to her sister on speaker-phone, making sure that she understands who is doing what: who is bringing dessert, who is taking care of the wine.  From the windows of the car, a multi-story building of graves can be seen, and inside the car, the air conditioner is blasting full force and there is a lively discussion about the minute details of the upcoming holiday meal.
Let me say upfront:  No one can really handle uncertainty.  Since the beginning, man has stuck to various texts, routines and beliefs, to help him go to sleep with a tolerable level of anxiety, and to wake up the next day to a new morning.  I remember during one of the last interviews with George Harrison before his death, he couldn’t understand why we don’t stop everything and discuss the reason for our existence here, the unclear reason for our death… But my pondering is cut short as we draw near to the holiday meal and scramble to make sure that we haven’t forgotten anything.
So, what has really changed?  Why should we discuss uncertainty now, if we have always been worried about the unknown?  The answer is that a lot has changed, especially for a secular person who spends her life without a comforting framework of certainty.	Comment by Avraham Kallenbach: Switching gender between male and female, for pc reasons
Modern man has created for himself two steady frameworks:  family and work, or, as put by Sigmund Freud, love and work.  These two focuses represent anchors, sources of meaning, two frameworks that require a person to step outside herself toward the people around him and which provide her with a sense of stability.
And then came the 21st century, and shook up all the foundations:  monogamy is under attack and the divorce rate is skyrocketing; meanwhile, the workforce is undergoing a threatening storm and is being invaded by smart robots who are about to shatter the economy as we know it.  Modern man finds himself enveloped by uncertainty in areas that he had once considered certain—even if this was an illusion. 	Comment by Avraham Kallenbach: Re-phrased a little
The change in the workforce is a metaphor of the enormous changes transpiring in our world.  For example, today’s parents are raising children who will change jobs 15 to 20 times in their lifetime; already, someone who is ‘stuck’ in a job for more than three or four years is looked at with skepticism.  What was considered up until a decade ago a symbol of stability and loyalty has turned into a sign of weakness, a threat to one’s chances of getting a job.
The changes in the workforce are dramatic:  Everyone is looking for diversity and cognitive flexibility, are driven by the need for innovation, and many companies are even questioning the importance of an academic degree as a prerequisite (see the article by the CEO of Manpower Israel, on page 48).  Certainly, the wave of massive layoffs is still awaiting us, but many are still convinced that it won’t happen to them.  	Comment by Avraham Kallenbach: Might not be relevant
Last summer, the PEW research company examined how the public in the U.S. perceives the phenomenon of automatization:  65% of Americans expect that in another 50 years, robots and computers will do most of the work currently performed by humans.    However, 80% of the people questioned think that their specific job will continue to exist in its present format in another 50 years.
That’s exactly what Sam Fox-Hartin thought, who worked in a company that provides services based on the various requests from the users, from reserving a table at restaurants to setting up appointments on a calendar to ordering takeaway food.  One day, Fox-Hartin discovered that he was about to be replaced by an algorithm that he himself helped to create.  The company’s CEO called him at home to tell him that the company is going in a more automated direction and doesn’t need more ‘heroes’ (the name given to people in Fox-Hartin’s position).  Fox-Hartin had long conversations with the company’s engineers about the natural language processing technologies and didn’t consider their work as a threat to his own.  He was hired by the company to communicate with customers.  But the main reason for his employment was to ‘train’ the company’s algorithm.  It responded to requests worded in different ways, he reduced the requests to their most essential information and the algorithms ‘learned’ it and internalized his work templates.  Every time he communicated with the customer or catalogued a conversation, the artificial intelligence took in the information until the moment came when it didn’t need him anymore.
The very quick transition from the festive cocktails during which people said that the company was like a family and the moment in which they employees are asked to pack up their things and leave, can put people on edge.  Companies merge, downsize, are sold to anonymous Chinese buyers; there are innumerable unknowns.  The upheavals in the workforce have led to daily life being permeated by uncertainty. 
The Passion for Uncertainty 
Let’s say you receive an unexpected gift.  The first thing you do will probably be to try to figure out who sent it to you and why.  This will make our pleasure last longer; there will be mystery surrounding the story.  This is the paradox of pleasure, as discussed by psychologist Daniel Gilbert and his colleagues.  Absolute certainly, it appears, greatly reduces our range of pleasure received from unexpected events. 
On a more fundamental and substantive level, uncertainty is related to a basic concept in our lives:  passion.  Psychoanalyst Steven Mitchell divides our psychological lives into two main forces:  love – everything that can be relied upon, and passion – everything that cannot be relied upon.  We need them both in order to have a full and happy life.  While love is stable, continuous and certain in our lives, passion is the complete opposite:  it is the unexpected, an adventure, a loss of control and an abundance uncertainty.  	Comment by Avraham Kallenbach: Added for effect
Absolute certainty does not allow us to yearn.  This is what happens between partners who live with each other for many years – they settle into a routine and stability or as Esther Pearl describes ‘there is no one left to visit on the other side.’  Uncertainty is the force that motivates us; it is always closely connected to our ability to think creatively and to innovate.
Gilbert and his colleagues describe the stages in our process of responding to an unexpected event that occurs in our lives.  During the first stage, we tend to react in a very extreme manner from an emotional standpoint.  The second stage focuses on an attempt to integrate and find logic in what has happened in a quick and automatic fashion; the ability to explain what happens makes the event clear, and even expected.  An example of this is Murphy’s Law – a human framework to interpret our experience of an idiotic and annoying mishap.  This efficient mechanism is based on the human ability to adjust, faster than expected, to almost any unexpected occurrence.  The good news is:  This helps us to recover quickly and return to our routine following trauma.  The bad news: we adjust too quickly to good events in our lives and become apathetic toward them.
Why religion was invented
The ability to accept uncertainty is an important predictor of our ability to advance at work.  This can be seen in two clear groups:  employees and mid-level managers who worry about uncertainty and search for greater certainty as much as possible; and on the other hand, managers who search for a challenge and look forward to situations of uncertainty and surprise.
The outstanding employee is one who can solve problems defined for him by others.  The outstanding manager is one who can define problems for others.  He can handle uncertainty and ambiguity and delineate and define what must be done by himself.  The ability to handle uncertainty is related to what is known in psychology as internal focus of control.  The question that everyone must ask themselves is how much the events in their lives are a result of their choices and actions.  Imagine a scale between 1 and 7 to measure attitudes on control: 1 is “the events in my life are not connected to decisions or choices I have made”; 4 is “I control some events but some are completely unrelated to my decisions” and 7 is “all the events in my life are a direct result of my decisions and choices in my life.”	Comment by Avraham Kallenbach: Added for clarity
Where are we situated on this scale?  The truth is, it seems, somewhere in the region of 3-4; however, we live and feel good with the notion that we are in the region of 5-6.  Whoever thinks he is a 7 out of 7 takes a great risk:  every negative event that happens to him is likely to cause a mental collapse – the exclusive cause of success is also the exclusive cause of failure.
Proponents of positive psychology will say that it is relatively easy to increase our sense of control on the scale we have just presented.  The truth is that it is worth trying:  prepare a list of events in your life over which you have obvious and unquestionable control.  Often a person is not aware of the amount of control she has over her life.  This is an essential tool; however, it is one that can only partially help us.  A person who occasionally feels that he has no control over his life invents sophisticated mechanisms.  Religion, as explained by philosopher, Bernard Russell, is one such mechanism, because it enables us to restore our sense of control of nature and the mysterious.  There is a god and he controls nature, and fortunately for us he responds to our prayers.  Religion is man’s way of applying ‘cause and effect’ to the mysterious and the unknown.  Our great trust in our beliefs is not a guarantee that they are precise, reminds Prof. Daniel Kahaneman; however, the human need for religious certainty is so basic because everyone belongs to some sort of religion.  It may be the religion of organic food, veganism, or the ‘there is no television or cell phones in our house’ -  all with a zealousness which would put the most faithful priests of the Vatican to shame.
Successful people, for example, are affiliated with the new religion of self-control and realization.  Every ‘What Successful People Do in the Morning’ book tell them to wake up one hour earlier than the previous book and get much more done while we (the apostates) are sleeping.  Other successful people belong to the Iron Man religion and wear tights, a helmet and matching gloves.  We all believe in something; and you too belong to at least one religion.	Comment by Avraham Kallenbach: Or you can use the W.C. Fields quote: “Everybody’s gotta believe in something”
Killing the Messenger
The new world is certainly uncertain.  There is an internal consistency here that can be lived with or alongside it.  Aristotle used to say that there are two types of people:  a consistently consistent person or a consistently inconsistent person.  The 21st century belongs to the second kind of person.  Do not expect the kind of certainty you’ve become accustomed to, because it won’t happen.  In defense of the new world, note that it does not give us a moment to think otherwise.  We are exposed to a quantity of technological innovations that changes almost everything we once knew.  Just a few months ago, we had a hard time believing that the 3D printer would create food in space in the near future, or that drones would replace the delivery men.  Today, these news items leave us apathetic and are taken for granted-  a flying car?  A robot-prostitute?  A digital double that can take our place at annoying company events?  I try to imagine something completely far-fetched and do not succeed.  And what about a robotic partner for a successful selective woman, who has not found a fitting male option?  A woman who can easily select a version that does not snore, is not hairy and does not forget to pick up the children from preschool.  Well, women have commented to me that there is a clear limit to technological advancement as well, and that I have just crossed it.	Comment by Avraham Kallenbach: Maybe: the brave new world	Comment by Avraham Kallenbach: Maybe: never spares an opportunity to remind us of this. 
The incessant innovations also prove certain principles: the power of human curiosity, and human ability to advance and learn.  We are all a part of this; and, to a great extent, we bring uncertainty into our lives all by ourselves; that is part of our charm.
The Absurd Comedy
Look at yourself objectively for a moment the next time you pass by the cemetery on Highway 5.  Human existence is crazy.  Our definition of ‘normal’ is one of many options that can be disputed.  The importance that we attribute to minutiae is amusing and ridiculous. Each of us stars in an absurd comedy in which the hero tries to hold on with the last of his strength to esoteric etiquette, manners and whims.  The philosopher or the artist who refuses to become addicted to the senselessness of our existence takes the chance that he will be considered insane.	Comment by Avraham Kallenbach: מהצד
So, let yourselves be a little pathetic.  Years ago, I tried to become a guitarist.  I quit as soon I realized that I have neither the ability nor strength to become a truly excellent musician.  I resumed guitar lessons a few months ago and I am teaching myself to enjoy a hobby that I will never really master.  I played a solo of “The Wall” by Pink Floyd this evening and was beaming with joy.  Well, ‘played’ is one possible definition, certainly not according to a real guitarist, but I am trying my hardest to maintain the ability to enjoy a partial performance.  Saying farewell to the fantaty of complete mastery is very much related to the ability to live in a changing, frenetic and restless world.	Comment by Avraham Kallenbach: Perhaps: talent
And another recommendation:  Any time I explore a number of texts to which I repeatedly come back to, and I mumble some lines and gain mastery of every nuance, I am actually reciting a repeated act of prayer.  Every week, read two pages of Ernest Becker, a short chapter of Erich Fromm, two poems by Raymond Carver or David Avidan, a page of Talmud or any text that is right for you, and preferably with a learning partner.  I was lucky to read many times in the company of my friend and philosopher Uriel Menuhin.  The sense of wholeness and upliftment accompany me long hours following this.  Find yourself the right arrangement, and make sure to pray.  	Comment by Avraham Kallenbach: For localization another holy-text might be chosen 
Ready for a Crisis
Successful businesspeople with whom I have spoken over the years always surprise me with their profound recognition that everything is fragile.  They developed this enlightenment at a relatively early stage in their lives; and it appears that they draw their courage to face danger and take risks from there.  This is apparently the reason that they smile during a crisis when everyone around them looks pale and worried.
I always look at yet another tycoon who is called in for investigation, after having fallen into debt or having become embroiled in illicit affairs and scandals.  There is something indifferent in the faces of these people.  When any normal person would need a lot less to have a mental breakdown, it appears that they have some deep understanding that anything can turn on them at any moment.  They look like they were expecting it, and are surprised that it took so long for something to go wrong. 
My father’s friend told us once that he kept a small bag at the door with a towel and toiletries.  “In case I am taken in for investigation,” he explained.  He was a charming man who never was involved in criminal activity, by the way; however, he was a powerful businessman who had already been taken in for many investigations.  My late father couldn’t sleep at night when he was worried about problems at work, while his friend always said with a smile that he ‘slept like a baby’.  From this standpoint, the modern economy is based on people who can sleep in almost any situation, who employ people who can barely sleep in any situation. 
A final insight:  Philosophers warn us against boring, eternal lives – 200 years of a career in management, 150 years as a journalist, 250 years as an owner of a café, and what then?  Despite the warning, most of us would prefer certain boredom, that’s who we are – small people.

