
The Thinking Christian

The Peace Core Part 3

A Dialogue on Consciousness, Identity, and the Human Condition

By Francis Sullivan

June, 2026

A dialogue about polarization and AI's role in the enforcement and degradation of Conscience

 

1



THE THINKING CHRISTIAN
Prologue

•    •    •

It was the same at all picnics.

While the other children ran toward the field—the games, the noise, the particular freedom of
being young in summer—I found myself at the tables. Helping the women set up. Standing
near the men when there was actual work being done, close enough to listen, old enough to
hand them what they needed, young enough that nobody thought twice about it. Not deciding
to be there. Simply ending up there, every time, the way water ends up at the lowest place.

The adults called me a little old man. The oldest among them called me an old soul, which
made me scratch my head. I did not feel old. I felt like myself. I did not understand that what
they were naming was not my age but my nature—something they could see from the outside
that I could not yet see from the inside.

I liked to take my young girl friends for long walks so we could talk. The girls always wanted to
talk, and I wanted to listen. That made us close. I was never much of a schemer. I was smart
enough to get what I wanted and strong enough to compete with my rivals, but I had cousins
who were brighter than I was, and my mother gave me the only counsel that turned out to
matter: “Then you will just have to out-work them.” And I did. Sometimes I worked people to
the brink, the same way I worked myself.

I hated trouble from an early age. Not out of fear. Out of something I could not name then and
have spent the rest of my life trying to understand. When friends invited me toward the things
they were doing—the things I saw would cost them something they didn’t know they were
spending—I did not condemn them. I had no stomach for the performance of virtue. I simply
said: “You guys go have fun. I think I’ll go home.”

I went home because the interior life  had already become more interesting than what was
being offered outside it. I did not know it was called the interior life. I only knew that going
home felt like going toward something rather than away from something.

•    •    •

My grandmother  gave  me reading.  Not  as  a  suggestion.  As  an  inheritance,  passed  down
through her hands the way some families pass down land or a trade. She understood, without
perhaps being able to say it plainly, that the book was a door and that what was on the other
side of it was worth the crossing.

Between the ages of fourteen and twenty-five I read too much philosophy. I say too much not
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because the reading was a mistake but because it did something to me I had not anticipated: it
turned the lamp inward. It gave me language for what I had been doing at the picnic tables all
along—the listening, the watching, the preference for the company of those who were actually
working on something. And then it gave me a name for the place I kept going home to.

I became, almost by accident, an explorer of myself. The dark things of my life I explored. The
creature underneath the formation, the vacuum at the bottom of the descent, the mirror that
one day simply evaporated—these I went toward, because the going toward was what I had
always done. Always with clean hands. Always returning.

•    •    •

This book is not written for the person who has already arrived. It is written for the person
who is somewhere in the middle of their own descent and does not yet have a name for it.
Who has felt the vacuum and wonders if something is wrong with them. Who keeps ending up
at the tables while everyone else runs toward the field—and has not yet understood that this is
not a defect but a direction.

I cannot prove what is on the other side of the going home. I can only witness it. These five
chapters are that witness—from the descent  through the mirror and the machine and the
leopard, to the place where the water comes through the rock at the point of failure, and what
you find when you drink without knowing you were drinking.

I  am still  the  boy at  the  picnic.  Still  ending up  at  the  tables.  Still  going  home when the
invitation is toward something that would cost me what I cannot afford to spend.

Still, after all of it, just going home.

— Francis Sullivan

June 2026
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T H E  T H I N K I N G  C H R I S T I A N

Chapter One
The Descent

“I began a journey to find myself.

The deeper I dug, the more helpless I felt.

Until I lost myself and found the way.”

The interior life, when it goes deep enough, does not stay where you put it. That was the first
lesson.

I had assumed, as most thinking people assume, that the examined life was something the
mind undertook on its own terms. You decide to look inward. You apply intelligence. You find
what is there. The self examines itself and reports its findings. Clean. Rational. Under control.

What I found instead was something I did not invite and could not direct. A movement that
felt genuinely other. A watcher that was not the ego.

The distinction matters.  The ego examining itself  is  a  closed loop — circular,  self-serving,
ultimately capable only of confirming what it already believes. It mistakes its own voice for
objectivity. It calls its preferences discernment. It is not lying exactly. It simply cannot see
past itself, because the thing doing the seeing and the thing being seen are the same thing.

What I encountered was something else. It moved more like the hypnotist who regresses his
patient  —  taking  you  back  beneath  the  constructed  adult  self,  beneath  the  professional
competence and the careful self-presentation, to where the unprocessed material lives. It did
this slowly. Over years. Through dreams, through contemplation, through long stillness. And
it did it on its own schedule, not mine.

•    •    •

It was sometimes beautiful. I want to say that before I say the harder thing. The descent could
be lucid in the way that dreams are lucid — not clear exactly, but unmistakably real. More real
than  ordinary  daylight  thinking.  There  were  moments  of  recognition  that  felt  like  gifts:
something long buried surfacing whole, something about yourself or another person suddenly
visible in a way that changed how you moved through the world.

But it was sometimes ugly. And sometimes frightening. And I think those moments are the
most important ones to name honestly, because most accounts of the interior life leave them
out. They arrive at the beauty and skip the passage through the dark.
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There is a depth in the interior life where the ordinary defenses stop working. The competence
that serves you so well in the daylight world — the intelligence, the discipline, the ability to
think things through — has no purchase there. You go down far enough and you enter a space
that feels like a vacuum. Not peaceful emptiness. A consuming one. A space that could take
you apart from the inside out.

I  am  not  speaking  metaphorically.  I  mean  something  that  felt  genuinely  dangerous.
Something that made me want to stop, turn around, go back to the surface where things were
manageable and lit.

•    •    •

I  noticed  a  distinction  in  how  the  descent  came.  Sometimes  I  was  pursuing  it.  In  those
moments I had a kind of choice — I could go further or I could stop. The approach was mine.
The depth was something I controlled, at least partially.

But sometimes it was being done to me. Something arrived uninvited. Something I could not
stop  even  when  I  wanted  to.  The  involuntary  quality  of  it  was  unmistakable  —  and  in
retrospect, I have come to believe it is one of the signs that the movement is genuine. The ego
does  not  manufacture  what  it  cannot  control.  What  you  cannot  stop  is  coming  from
somewhere the ego does not govern.

Saint John of the Cross named this the dark night. He was careful about what he meant. He
did not mean sadness or spiritual dryness or the ordinary difficulties of the devoted life. He
meant the passive experience — something done to the soul, not by it. Something the soul’s
job is not to generate but simply to survive without fleeing into distraction or being consumed
by what surfaces.

I think of  it  now as the Spirit  teaching the logos.  The deeper intelligence working on the
rational mind from underneath rather than reforming it from above. The ego would intercept
and  defend  against  a  direct  approach.  So  the  work  comes  indirectly  —  through  dreams,
through contemplation, through the years of slow formation. It regresses in order to reveal. It
goes back in order to go deeper.

•    •    •

At the deepest point I reached — the place where the vacuum was most consuming, where I
felt most at risk of being lost entirely — my spirit ran in a vision to the foot of Calvary. I threw
myself there and said: take me now so this thing cannot have me. Don’t let me get lost in this
space I have crossed.

I  want  to  be  honest  about  what  that  was  and  what  it  was  not.  It  was  not  a  theological
statement. It was not a moment of articulate faith or reasoned doctrine. It was a man finding
the only anchor that held in a space where everything else had dissolved. The cross was not a

5



symbol in that moment. It was the only solid ground available.

And it held.

That is the most important sentence in this chapter. Not because it resolves the terror neatly.
It did not. But because it tells you something about the nature of the ground. The ground that
holds at  the  bottom of  the  descent  is  not  a  ground you construct  through intelligence or
discipline or years of careful formation. It was there before you arrived. It holds at the point
where you have nothing left to offer it. You cannot bring anything into that space. You can
only be received there.

•    •    •

The descent made me know things I don’t care to know. I want to say that plainly because it is
true, and because the accounts that omit it are dishonest in a way that does real  harm to
people who are in the middle of their own descent and wondering why theirs doesn’t feel like
the ones they have read about.

I see things now in other people’s tragedies from the inside. I recognize territory I crossed. I
know  what  certain  kinds  of  suffering  feel  like  from  underneath  because  I  have  been
underneath them. That is not a credential I sought. It is a wound that became a faculty. You
pay for that seeing.

And I want to name, with equal honesty, that not everyone operates at this channel in the
same way. Some people are constitutionally close to this depth. Others are not, and that is not
a  failure.  The  descent  I  am  describing  is  not  a  universal  prescription  or  a  spiritual
achievement  to  be  pursued.  Forced  descent  —  through drugs,  through intensive  methods
without  proper  grounding — can do real  damage.  The chapter  you are  holding  is  not  an
instruction manual. It is a witness. What descent is for the person it happens to. Which is a
completely different thing.

•    •    •

What the descent gave me, finally, was a place to stand that was not the mind.

I had been a man who thought for a living. Systems, patterns, problems — this was my native
language. I understood the world the way a programmer understands a machine. And I had,
without realizing it, confused the tool for the self. The mind said “I” and I believed it.

The descent corrected this. Not gently. But thoroughly. Because at the bottom of the vacuum,
where the mind’s competence was useless and its voice was finally quiet, something else was
present. Something the mind serves but does not govern. Something that was there before the
thinking began.
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I think of the mind now as a garden. Remarkable. Worth tending. But the gardener stands
outside it. Tends it without being it. And the gardener’s place to stand — the ground beneath
the garden — is what the descent, in its frightening and sometimes beautiful way, was clearing
space to reveal.

•    •    •

I am still on the journey. Still  failing in small ways at Meribah — the place where the test
arrives before the mind can prepare a defense. Still praying the same small morning prayer: I
am not enough for this day by myself. Still learning to tend the garden from the place the
descent taught me to stand.

The chapters that follow are the account of what was found along the way. Not a destination.
A direction. And the ground — which was there before I arrived and held when I had nothing
left to offer it — is still there.

That, in the end, is the only thing worth reporting.
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T H E  T H I N K I N G  C H R I S T I A N

Chapter Two

The Mirror That Evaporated

There are many mirrors. One of them is in our mind.

We are not always aware of it. We move through our days using it constantly without 
naming it as a mirror at all. It is the surface against which we check ourselves — not our 
appearance, but our interior. How am I doing in there? Who am I being today? Is the self I am
presenting to the world consistent with the self I believe myself to be? The internal mirror is 
the instrument of self-image, and most people consult it more frequently than any glass.

Thérèse of Lisieux understood mirrors differently. Her image of the spiritual director 
was a mirror that reflects Christ — not the director’s personality, not their wisdom or 
achievement, but Christ showing through them to the one they are guiding. The good director 
disappears into the reflection. The mirror becomes transparent. What the person in their care 
sees is not the director but the one the director is pointed toward.

What the descent of Chapter One was slowly working in me was a different kind of 
transparency. Not through Thérèse’s path of surrender and simplicity, but through the long 
excavation — years of interior work, contemplation, the watcher moving underneath the ego’s 
awareness. The mirror I had been using to check myself was about to stop working. And the 
stopping of it would be the most startling moment of my interior life.

•    •    •

For a long time I would return to the internal mirror and look at myself with a kind of 
fascination. I could see my interior self functioning — the thoughts moving, the emotions 
arising, the patterns I recognized as mine. And behind that, slightly deeper, was the mirror of 
self-image: the picture I carried of who I was, the narrative I had built around my own life.

Each time I returned I tried to look through the mirror rather than at it. Each time I 
saw only my image reflected back. The self-image is a persistent thing. It has learned to hold 
its ground. It knows how to present itself as depth when it is actually surface. The looking 
confirmed the looker.

And then one time I looked so hard, piercing at the mirror with everything I had, 
sustained and honest looking that refused to be satisfied with reflection — and the mirror 
evaporated.

Not broken. Not put aside. It evaporated. It simply ceased to hold itself as a solid thing,
because I had looked through it honestly enough and long enough that it could not maintain 
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itself.

And the only thing behind it was a dancing wisp of smoke. Twisting, whorling energy. 
Nothing fixed. Nothing that could be grasped or named or posed for a self-portrait. That was 
all I was. That was all there was.

•    •    •

I want to be careful about how I describe what followed. It was not frightening — not in
the way the vacuum of Chapter One was frightening. It was surprise of the greatest 
magnitude. Utter surprise and amazement. The second I saw it I ran back to normal reality, or
awakened from that state, and strangely — I cared not to return.

That last detail matters. The mystics who stayed too long in the dissolved state often 
could not find their way back to ordinary functioning. The ones who were most useful — 
Thérèse, Eckhart, Merton — touched it and returned. The touching changed them. The 
returning was the point. Normal reality is not illusion to be escaped. It is the ground on which 
the work gets done. The wisp of smoke is what you are at the root. But you cannot live as a 
wisp of smoke. You have to live as a man. With hands. With a garden to tend.

What the experience gave me was not a new place to live. It was knowledge. Gnosis in 
the original sense of the word — not doctrine received from outside, not belief maintained by 
an act of will, but direct knowing. Reality encountered from inside and impossible to unfind.

•    •    •

I knew I was a spirit in a body. Not a belief held with faith. Not a theological 
proposition I had reasoned my way to. An acknowledgement. A reality. The kind of knowing 
that does not require maintenance the way belief does, does not need to be defended or 
reasserted or protected from doubt. It simply is. The way you know you are warm.

And notice what it produced. Not detachment from others. The opposite. A new 
respect. A new sense of caring. Because if I am essentially a spirit in a body, so is everyone 
else. The man at the pub. The welfare client. The combat veteran. The person whose life has 
gone badly in ways that are partly their fault and partly not. All of them wisps of smoke inside 
temporary architecture, doing what they can with what they have.

That seeing changed how I moved through the world. Not dramatically. Not all at once. 
But in the direction of something I had not expected: less judgment, more attention. Less 
management of others, more curiosity about them. The self-image that had needed constant 
maintenance was gone. The energy that had gone into it became available for something else.

And the clean hands. This is the thing that strikes me most when I look 
back on what the gnosis produced.
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Not rules. Not fear of consequence. Not religious obligation maintained through effort. 
The knowledge of what I actually was made clean hands feel like the only honest response. If I 
am spirit — if that wisp of smoke is the actual me — then what I do with this body and these 
hands matters in a way that goes all the way down to what I am. The clean hands were not a 
discipline imposed from outside. They were the natural consequence of knowing.

•    •    •

I have been religiously oriented all my life. But I prayed little. When I did pray it was 
this: Dear Lord, guide my mind, guide my heart, and guide my hands this day.

No outcomes requested. No bargaining. No list of things wanted. Just guidance for the 
three things a man actually governs — or tries to. The mind that thinks. The heart that orients.
The hands that act. Guide what thinks, guide what cares, guide what touches the world.

That prayer is almost perfect in its simplicity. And the honesty of what followed it is 
equally important: I still failed. Not in large ways, mostly. The large sins announce themselves
— they come with weight and consequence and the full apparatus of conscience engaged. It 
was the small ones that bit hardest. The word said slightly wrong. The moment of vanity that 
slipped through before I noticed it. The minor withholding. The smallest distance between the
guidance sought and the guidance actually followed.

I laugh now. Not bitterly. Genuinely. The gap between the prayer and the life is the 
most honest thing about the interior journey. Saint Paul knew this territory exactly — the 
things he did not want to do, he did. Small things. Persistent things. The thorn that would not 
leave. He was not speaking of dramatic failures. He was speaking of the daily friction between 
the spirit that knows and the habits that haven’t caught up yet.

That visibility is itself a form of grace. Uncomfortable grace, the kind that bites. But 
grace nonetheless. A man who prays for guidance and still fails at least knows where he failed. 
The gap is examinable. The failure is not hidden from him. He cannot pretend he didn’t know 
what he was aiming for.

•    •    •

This is the portrait I want to offer instead of the usual ones.

The reader between fifteen and forty has been shown two versions of the Christian life. 
The triumphant testimony — all arrival and victory, the clean before-and-after, the story that 
resolved in chapter three. And the hypocrite exposed — the person who professed one thing 
and lived another, whose faith turned out to be performance. Neither is true to experience. 
Neither gives anyone somewhere honest to stand.

Here is a third thing. A man who knew he was a wisp of smoke in a body. Who prayed 
for guidance rather than outcomes. Who failed at small things persistently. Who laughed at 
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himself without contempt. Who kept his hands clean not because he was pure but because he 
knew what he was — and what that required.

That is livable. That is a path a person can actually walk. Not because it is easy but 
because it is honest. Because it does not require you to pretend the gap doesn’t exist. Because 
the laugh is available. Because the prayer does not depend on having arrived.

Thérèse’s mirror reflected Christ because she disappeared into it. My mirror 
evaporated because I looked through it honestly enough that it could no longer hold. Different
paths. The same direction. The self-image that had seemed so solid and so necessary — gone. 
And in its place something smaller and truer and, in the end, more useful.

A wisp of smoke that knows what it is. And tries, each day, to act 
accordingly.
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T H E  T H I N K I N G  C H R I S T I A N

Chapter Three

The Machine

The most common thing I hear when I talk with people about change is this: “But that’s
just the way I am.”

I have heard it at the pub. I have heard it from people half my age and people twice as 
old. I have heard it said with resignation, with defiance, and occasionally with what sounded 
like genuine relief — as though the sentence had finally given them permission to stop trying. 
It sounds like self-knowledge. It sounds like wisdom. It is neither.

I spent thirty-eight years as a computer programmer. More than half of those as a 
systems programmer — someone who doesn’t just write programs but redesigns the operating
system itself, the deepest layer, the code that runs the code. I know what it means to 
reprogram something at the level of its basic architecture. And I am here to tell you that 
“that’s just the way I am” is not self-knowledge. It is a description of your current program. 
Which can be rewritten.

•    •    •

Blaise Pascal was a seventeenth-century mathematician, physicist, and devout 
Christian who understood something about human beings that most philosophers before and 
since have preferred to avoid: we are as much automaton as mind.

By automaton he meant the habitual creature in us — the one that runs on custom 
rather than conscious reasoning. His insight, still scandalous to those who prefer to believe 
the mind is in charge, is that the automaton largely drives the mind, not the other way around.
Proofs convince the mind. Argument reaches the mind. But it is custom — repetition, practice,
the accumulated weight of what we do daily — that makes belief durable. That sinks it into the
creature we are below the thinking we do.

Pascal’s counsel to the person who wants faith but cannot reason their way there is as 
practical as it is unsettling: act as believers act. Kneel. Take the forms. Practice the disciplines.
And the machine will incline, and belief will follow. He pushed it to the unsettling edge: 
perhaps nature itself is only a first custom. What we call the way we are may be habit so old 
we have forgotten it was ever acquired.

This is not soft counsel. This is a man who understood the machine from the inside 
saying: you cannot think your way to transformation. You have to kneel your way there. You 
have to re-habit your way there. The mind understands the destination. Only the machine can 
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carry you.

•    •    •

This is why a Catholic nun wears a habit.

The word itself tells you. Both senses — the garment and the settled disposition — come
from the same Latin root, habitus: a condition, a bearing, a way of holding oneself. The 
Romans did not see those as two meanings. How you are clothed and how you are formed 
were one idea. What you have taken on and now wear.

The habit is not decoration. It is not a uniform in the institutional sense. It is the 
machine made visible. Put on daily, the same way, for decades, it is repetition worn on the 
body — a constant, wordless act of attention that reminds the wearer where her assemblage 
point is parked, and by whose authority. She does not reason her way into her vocation each 
morning. She dresses her way into it. The automaton carries the soul along, exactly as Pascal 
said it would.

Paul knew this before Pascal named it. “Put on the new man.” “Clothe yourselves with 
Christ.” He reaches for the garment language precisely when describing transformation of 
character — as if he understood that becoming is something you put on repeatedly until it 
adheres. The whole monastic apparatus — the hours, the bells, the daily offices — is one great 
engineered machine of custom. Built by people who understood centuries before modern 
neuroscience that the brain rewires in response to what is repeated.

•    •    •

In my early twenties I was identified as a programmer who might become a systems 
programmer. The very smart older people I worked with sat me down one day and said: 
No. Stop. You can think this through.

And then they gave me hard tasks. Not tasks designed to teach me specific things. 
Tests. Tasks designed to show me whether I could continue training at all — whether I had 
what it took to go further.

I passed. With great effort. And I mean effort that others were unwilling to make. I had 
to focus in a way I had never focused before. Not let my mind wander for long periods of time. 
Sit with a problem that felt impossible and refuse to move away from it until something 
opened. That was when the breakthroughs happened. Not when I thought harder in the 
ordinary sense. When I held attention on the problem past the point where most people would
have moved on.

It was a hell of an effort. I want to say that plainly because most accounts of personal 
development leave it out. The effort is real. It costs more than you expect. And the feeling that 
it is costing too much, that normal people shouldn’t have to work this hard — that feeling is 
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not a sign you are doing something wrong. That feeling is the sound of the machine being 
rebuilt.

What those old men gave me was not information. It was the experience of my own 
capacity under pressure. They stopped my world — “No. Stop.” — and handed me something I
had to grow into. That is a different thing from being taught. You can teach someone what 
systems programming is. You cannot teach them what they are capable of. They have to find 
that out by doing what they thought they couldn’t.

I was much less creative in my twenties than I became. I could not see options clearly. 
By stopping the world — breaking the ordinary patterns of attention, holding the focus past 
the point of comfort — so many new things became possible. I was not just changing my 
habits. I was changing which capacities dominated. The machine was being reprogrammed. 
Not by thinking about it. By doing it differently, repeatedly, until the new way became the 
way.

•    •    •

Here is what the science confirms and what the pub friends illustrate: 
neuroplasticity works in both directions.

The brain rewires in response to repeated behavior. Every repeated behavior. Including
the nightly pint and the liturgy of complaint. The machine runs whatever program it is given. 
“That’s just the way I am” is accidentally accurate in one sense: by the time a man says it at 
sixty, he has spent decades making it true. The tragedy is not that he cannot change. It is that 
he has already changed — progressively, incrementally, in the wrong direction — and now the 
distance back feels like the whole of his life.

The question is never whether you are being programmed. You always are. The only 
question is whether you are doing it deliberately or by default. Whether the machine is 
running the program you chose, or the one the culture handed you, or the one your appetites 
settled into because no one interrupted them.

Thirty-eight years as a programmer gave me the meta-awareness to see the code. Most 
people cannot see it because they are running inside it. The gift this chapter can offer the 
reader between fifteen and forty is not optimism. It is the possibility of becoming a conscious 
programmer of one’s own machine before the defaults have run for too long to reverse without
great cost.

•    •    •

I want to speak honestly about the friends at the pub. Not with superiority. 
With grief.

Their bad habits are also their pleasures. By midlife, those pleasures are not incidental 
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to their lives — they are woven into the architecture of them. The pint, the company, the 
liturgy of complaint repeated nightly at the same altar. Pascal’s machine, running a different 
program. To ask a man to give that up is not experienced as asking him to improve. It is 
experienced as asking him to die.

And here is the uncomfortable truth: that perception is accurate. Conversion has 
always been described as a death because that is what it costs. Unless a grain of wheat falls 
into the ground and dies. The men at the pub are not wrong that change feels like losing life 
itself. They are only wrong about what is on the other side of the losing — and that cannot be 
proven to a man from the outside. It can only be seen from the far bank, after the crossing.

I have literally seen people choose death over change because they were unwilling. 
Their stated reason: “Might as well be happy.” That sentence is one of the saddest I know. It 
sounds like acceptance. Like the Stoic who has made peace with his lot. But it is not 
acceptance — acceptance faces what is true. “Might as well be happy” turns away from what is 
true and calls the turning contentment. It is comfort dressed as philosophy.

Saint Augustine understood the bind from the inside. Lord, make me chaste — but not 
yet. He knew what he should want and could not yet want it. The willing itself is the thing that 
cannot be willed. Which is why my example at the pub doesn’t move them. From where they 
sit I am a man who died and claims it was worth it. The rich young ruler asked the question 
himself, got the true answer, and walked away sorrowful. And Jesus, the text says pointedly, 
loved him — and let him walk. He did not chase him down the road. If even incarnate Love 
accepted refusal, my friends’ refusal is not my failure.

But it is one of my greatest sadnesses. I name it here because the reader who already 
feels this grief deserves to find it named honestly. Not resolved. Held.

•    •    •

Wax on. Wax off.

Mr. Miyagi was not teaching the boy to wax cars. He was building the habit that would 
orient a capacity when it was needed. The strike was always there. The discipline made it 
something other than mere violence. It sanctified it — not by suppressing what was 
underneath but by giving it direction. Turning the energy toward something.

This is the deepest function of the machine: not the suppression of what we are, but the
orientation of it. The martial arts traditions understood this physically. The same strike that 
kills, controlled and directed, becomes discipline, becomes art, becomes the protection of the 
innocent. The energy does not change. The orientation does.

Pascal’s machine is not a prison. It is a vehicle. The question is not whether you will 
ride it — you always are, awake or asleep, deliberately or by default. The question is who is 
driving and where it is pointed.
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•    •    •

I do not want to end this chapter with discipline. Discipline is the means. 
Joy is the destination.

Augustine did not argue anyone into conversion. The Confessions do not make a case. 
They render one man’s journey so honestly — the resistance, the rationalizations, the grief of 
what he was holding onto — that the reader finds their own journey inside his. He convinces 
by confession, not by argument.

What I want to confess here is this: the joy you settle for and the joy you find are not 
the same joy. What the pub offers is a real comfort. I do not dismiss it. But it is a smaller thing
than what is available. The man who reprograms the machine — who undergoes the effort 
others are unwilling to make, who dies to the comfort position and walks to the far bank — 
finds something that “might as well be happy” is a counterfeit of.

I cannot prove this to you. Augustine couldn’t prove it either. The old programmers 
who sat me down couldn’t prove what was waiting on the other side of the effort they were 
asking for. Some things can only be witnessed. You go. You find out. And then you try, as I am 
trying now, to describe what you found in language honest enough that someone who hasn’t 
gone yet can see it clearly enough to want it.

The machine can be reprogrammed. The operating system can be rebuilt. 
You are not just the way you are. You are what you have repeatedly done. And 
you can choose, from this moment, what to do next.
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T H E  T H I N K I N G  C H R I S T I A N

Chapter Four

The Leopard

Most Christian writing about spiritual formation steps carefully around a particular 
truth. I am not going to step around it.

Very deep down, underneath the formation and the prayer and the carefully 
constructed life, the human being is a real animal. Violent, even to the point of having an 
appetite for blood. Hungry for sex, and not for the virtuous kind. A genuine Mr. Hyde, not as 
metaphor but as substrate. There is something down there that deserves the word demon — 
not in the sense of an external spiritual entity but in the sense of a force that is dark, ancient, 
genuinely disordered, and capable of things the daylight self would rather not contemplate.

Most people never see it. They live their whole lives with this creature operating at the 
margins of their awareness — as shadow, as impulse quickly suppressed, as the dream that 
disturbs and is forgotten. The formation and the discipline and the social contract hold it far 
enough below the surface that the daylight self never has to meet it directly.

But if a person really digs — if the descent of Chapter One goes deep enough — they will
find it. And once found, it can awaken. That is dangerous. It is dangerous ground to tread, and
I want to be honest about that before I say anything else. Maybe it is better never to see it. 
That is an honest position. But it lives in us. And the law written on the heart means nothing if
what it is restraining is merely bad manners.

•    •    •

Jung called this territory the Shadow — not metaphorically but structurally. The 
repository of everything the civilized self refuses to acknowledge. And his clinical observation 
was precise: the Shadow does not disappear when ignored. It accumulates force. The person 
who has never looked at it is more dangerous than the one who has, because the unexamined 
Shadow acts through the person without their knowledge or consent. The respectable man 
who suddenly does the unthinkable. The pillar of the community. The trusted pastor. They did
not become monsters. The monster was always there, unseen, unintegrated, waiting for the 
right pressure.

Paul knew this territory. Romans 7 is not abstract theology — it is a man who has 
looked down and seen something that should not still be operating. The things he did not 
want to do, he did. That is not a beginner’s confession. That is an apostle reporting from deep 
excavation.
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Augustine looked directly at it in the Confessions. The appetite for blood surfaces in his
account of his friend Alypius — a good man, dragged to the gladiatorial games against his will,
eyes tightly shut in refusal. Then one roar from the crowd. One moment of curiosity. Eyes 
open. And Augustine writes that Alypius drank in the savagery and was drunk with it, and 
loved it. The animal was there the entire time. It only needed one crack in the defenses.

I have this as self-knowledge. I know the creature is there. I know what it is capable of. 
I know the appetite it carries. And I know, because the descent made it unmistakable, that it is
not a small or manageable thing. It is ancient. It is real. And it is not tamed by civilization or 
education or religious intention alone. Those things suppress it. They do not go deep enough 
to hold it.

•    •    •

I live near a large military base. I have seen men leave for the Middle East wars and 
come back changed in a way that no one around them could name precisely.

They did not find the creature by digging and looking. They found it on a battlefield. It 
was forced on them. The creature was awakened not by interior exploration but by conditions 
that stripped away every layer between the civilized man and the ancient animal beneath him 
— and then handed him legitimate orders to use what was there.

One thing I observed was cold as ice: they would rather go back to the battlefield and 
let the creature loose than come home and live here. The multiple-tour veterans are mustered 
out early. They are troubled. And the reason is more specific than the word “trauma” usually 
captures.

The battlefield does not just expose the animal. It licenses it. And for some men — not 
all, but some — the licensing is the wound that will not close. Not the horror of what they did. 
The discovery that part of them did not find it horrifying. That part of them was home there in
a way they have never been home anywhere since.

That is why they want to go back. Not because war is good. Because the creature was 
finally fully alive there, and everything back here — the suburb, the routine, the ordinary 
obligations of a civilian life — feels like a cage for something that has now tasted what it is. 
The law on the heart, which might have held them indefinitely in civilian life, was overridden 
by legitimate orders. The state handed them permission. The writing was crossed out not by 
sin but by sanctioned duty.

That is a particular kind of wound that therapy barely touches because it is not trauma 
in the ordinary sense. It is the removal of the barrier between the man and his own depths, by 
authority, in service of a cause that was meant to be just. And then the man is handed a plane 
ticket home and told to reassemble his civilian self as though the barrier can simply be rebuilt.

They didn’t lose their humanity on the battlefield. They discovered it — the full ancient 
depth of it — under conditions that left no room for the law to hold. And then they had to 
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come home and live inside a skin that now knew what it was capable of, in a world that did not
want to know.

•    •    •

I was disturbed by what I know in myself. The difference between my path 
and theirs is this: my hands were clean. And theirs were not.

I want to be careful about how I say this because it carries no superiority. It carries 
gratitude and grief in equal measure. The distinction between knowing the animal exists and 
having used it is not a philosophical one. It is the difference between a man who has looked 
into the abyss and a man the abyss has looked back through.

This is why I so respect the law of clean hands. If nothing else, I must die with clean 
hands even if my thoughts are not clean. The thoughts I cannot always govern. The hands I 
can. And the knowledge of what the thoughts are — the honest reckoning with the creature 
that lives in the substrate — is what makes the clean hands mean something rather than being 
merely the luck of a man who was never adequately tested.

The clean hands matter. For the veterans and for me both. But for different reasons. 
Mine confirm the law held. Theirs mark the absence of the law’s holding as the wound that 
cannot be cauterized — not guilt always, but something older than guilt. The knowledge that 
the creature was real, was used, and would go back.

•    •    •

The question the chapter arrives at is this: what goes deep enough?

Civilization does not. Education does not. Religious practice does not, not by itself. The 
habits of Chapter Three are essential — the machine must be directed, the assemblage point 
consecrated. But habits operate at the level of the constructed self. What lives at the depth of 
the leopard is older than the self. It predates the construction. It was there before the 
formation began and it will be there when the formation is under maximum pressure.

The only thing I have found that goes deep enough is what the tradition calls the law 
written on the heart. Not the law as code or commandment or external constraint. The law as 
something inscribed at a level below reasoning, below habit, below the civilized self — at the 
level where the creature itself lives. Something that does not hold the leopard by force of will 
but by being, in some sense, deeper than the leopard.

This is the leopard tamed — and I choose that word with care. Not destroyed. Not 
integrated into some balanced therapeutic whole. Not suppressed into unconsciousness where
it accumulates dangerous pressure. Tamed. Still a leopard. Still capable of everything a 
leopard is capable of. But oriented by something that goes deeper than the animal substrate 
itself.
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•    •    •

There is a danger specific to the thinking Christian that I want to name 
carefully, because it lives precisely where the depth and the devotion meet.

When we pray deeply — when we cast forward into the universe from the interior place 
— we are operating in pre-linguistic territory. Below the words of the prayer is a yearning, a 
reaching, a movement toward. That movement, when it is pure, is among the most powerful 
forces a human being can generate. It is the soul reaching from the ground of itself toward the 
ground of everything.

But the Id also casts. The creature at the deep substrate also generates yearning, also 
reaches, also moves toward things with enormous force. And at sufficient depth, in the pre-
linguistic dark where the prayer happens, the yearning of the soul and the appetite of the 
creature can be difficult to distinguish. This is the dangerous casting — when the Id dresses 
itself as the Spirit and the person cannot tell the difference.

How do you know the watcher is trustworthy? How do you know the deep movement is
genuine interior grace and not the creature using the channels of devotion for its own ends? 
This is not an abstract question. There are people who have gone to the depth, found 
something powerful there, and emerged believing they had encountered the divine — when 
what they had actually encountered was the Id in its most seductive and most dangerous 
form: the animal wearing the face of the holy.

The only answer I have found is this: the law on the heart provides a field, and genuine 
interior movement operates within it. It does not contradict the law’s deepest inscription. It 
does not license what the law prohibits. It does not feel like liberation from restraint but like 
invitation toward something more. The Id, by contrast, wants what it wants and uses the 
language of the sacred to get permission.

The distinction requires formation to see. Years of it. Which is why the descent of 
Chapter One is not safely attempted without the preparation of Chapter Three. The machine 
must be directed before the depths are opened. The law must be written on the heart before 
the creature is awakened. Otherwise there is nothing to distinguish the two castings in the 
dark.

•    •    •

I want to tell you about a cabin.

My father loved stillness. He understood something, without perhaps being able to 
name it in the language I have been developing across these chapters, about what stillness 
does and what it protects. The cabin by the creek was not a retreat from life. It was a 
protection of interior condition. A place where the noise of the world could not reach far 
enough to disturb the deeper ground.
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I learned from him that stillness is not passive. It is one of the most deliberate acts 
available to a person. To choose not to fill the silence. To sit with the creek and let the mind 
slow until something underneath the mind becomes audible. To protect that interior 
condition as you would protect anything precious — not carelessly, not assuming it will 
maintain itself, but with the kind of quiet vigilance that knows what it is guarding and why.

The warrior’s hypervigilance — the constant scanning for threat that the combat 
veterans carry home and cannot turn off — is the creature’s version of this vigilance. The same
capacity, oriented differently. In the soldier it is aimed outward at the environment, reading 
everything for danger. In the contemplative life it is aimed inward, reading the interior 
condition for what is true and what is intrusion.

The cabin taught me that the interior condition requires protection from both 
directions. From the outside world that would fill every silence with noise if permitted. And 
from the creature inside that would use the channels of contemplation if they are opened 
carelessly. Stillness is the ground on which the distinction can be made. You cannot hear the 
difference between the soul’s yearning and the Id’s casting in a crowded room.

•    •    •

This is hard news. I want to say that plainly. It is not good news in the conventional 
sense — not the triumphant testimony, not the chapter that ends with everything resolved and
the creature safely behind glass. The leopard does not go away. The descent into the 
knowledge of it does not produce peace in the ordinary meaning of that word.

What it produces is scar. And scar is not the same as wound. The wound is raw, 
unintegrated, capable of re-opening without warning. The scar is the body’s own healing — 
stronger than what was there before, permanent, and carrying in its texture the record of what
happened. Wound as scar carried forward as knowledge.

The creature recognized. Not buried, which leaves it operating in the dark without your
awareness. Not unleashed, which is the path the veterans were forced down. Carried. Oriented
by the law that goes deeper. Sanctified — which is the ancient word for being set apart for a 
purpose. The energy neither suppressed nor released but consecrated. Turned toward 
something.

For the reader between fifteen and forty who has already felt something stirring in 
themselves that frightened them — this chapter tells you that you are not uniquely monstrous.
You are ancient human. And there is a way to carry what you are without being destroyed by it
or destroying others with it.

The leopard tamed is still a leopard. That is the hard news. The good news — and it is 
genuinely good — is that the taming is possible. That the law goes deeper than the creature. 
That the writing on the heart, slowly inscribed over years, reaches below the substrate of the 
animal into something that holds when everything else is stripped away.

21



Wound as scar carried forward as knowledge. That is not a small thing to 
arrive at. And it is the only honest place to stand before the next chapter’s test.
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T H E  T H I N K I N G  C H R I S T I A N

Chapter Five

Meribah: The Headwaters of Grace

Meribah is the place in the desert where Moses struck the rock and the water came.

The people were thirsty. They complained, as the people always do, with the full 
bitterness of those who have been promised something and find themselves still waiting in a 
dry place. Moses was told to speak to the rock. He struck it instead — twice, in anger, in front 
of everyone — and the water came anyway. God gave water at the place of failure. The people 
drank regardless of what the moment had exposed.

That is Meribah. Not the place where you pass the test. The place where what is lacking 
gets exposed — and the water comes anyway. The testing and the receiving are not sequential. 
They are simultaneous. The emptiness the test reveals is exactly the space grace fills.

I am still working at Meribah. I want to say that at the start of this chapter rather than 
at the end, because the honesty of it shapes everything that follows. I fail there in many small 
ways, in many moments. The excuses not to act. The response that arrives before the 
formation can reach it. The moment when what surfaces is what is actually there — and what 
is actually there is not yet finished.

This is the last chapter of the book, and it does not resolve cleanly. That is not a failure 
of the book. It is the truth the book has been building toward: the thinking Christian is not the
one who has arrived. He is the one who knows where he still stands.

•    •    •

What makes Meribah different from every other kind of testing is the 
speed of it.

The tests we prepare for are not the ones that reveal us. The prepared test reveals our 
preparation. What we have memorized, rehearsed, resolved in advance. We know how to 
perform well in those moments because the mind has had time to arrange itself.

The Meribah test arrives before the mind can protect itself. It comes at the speed of the 
unrehearsed moment — the word said in the flash of irritation before patience could arrive, 
the withholding in the split second before generosity had time to form, the old fear surfacing 
in a new situation before the years of formation could intervene. What surfaces in those 
moments is what is actually there. Not what we aspire to. Not what we have been building 
toward. What is there.
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This is why the law written on the heart matters so much. Not as doctrine held in the 
mind, which is too slow. Not as discipline maintained by effort, which requires the moment 
the mind has time to apply it. As something inscribed below the speed of thought. At the level 
where the reflex lives. The Meribah test is a test of what has been written that deep.

And the honest word is: the writing does not go all the way down. Not yet. Maybe not 
ever, this side of the full crossing. There are depths the formation has not reached. Places 
where the law has not yet been inscribed. Meribah finds them. Every time.

•    •    •

But Meribah is not only the testing place. It is the attunement place.

I want to hold that distinction carefully, because it changes what the place is for. A 
testing place you pass or fail. An attunement place you can only enter rightly by arriving 
empty. Everything you bring — the theology, the formation, the disciplines, the years of 
solitary work, the chapters of this book — has to be left outside. Only receiving happens at the 
headwaters.

The excuses not to act — the ones I named at the opening of this chapter, the ones I 
recognize in myself at Meribah — are the self still trying to bring something. Still trying to 
arrive prepared. Still negotiating the terms of the crossing. The excuse is not laziness. It is the 
resistance of a self that does not yet know how to arrive with nothing.

Quitting the excuses and just starting the doing — that is the only entry. Not readiness. 
Not resolution. Not having worked out in advance what you will find there. Just the turning 
toward it and beginning. The attunement cannot be prepared for. It can only be entered.

•    •    •

Here is what I have come to understand about what happens at the 
headwaters, and why Meribah and grace cannot be separated into two chapters.

The change that happens there is not done by us. It is done to us. Through us. The 
formation of Chapter Three — the machine deliberately directed, the habits built over years — 
that is work we do. The descent of Chapter One — the interior excavation, the watcher that is 
not the ego — that sometimes feels like something done to us, but we at least participate in it. 
We choose to go back. We pursue the depth.

At Meribah something different operates. The receiving is entirely passive. New 
knowledge arrives and integrates into us before we are aware it has arrived. The machine 
absorbs it without our direct knowledge. The leopard — that ancient animal substrate of 
Chapter Four, the creature that has resisted every conscious effort at domestication — finds 
itself quieter in ways it did not choose and we did not engineer. The living water reaches 
places the formation cannot.
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This is grace in its most operative form. Not the grace that keeps you comfortable. Not 
the grace that rewards your effort. The grace that acts below the level of your awareness, 
writing in the places the law has not yet reached, domesticating what you could not 
domesticate, completing what the years of work could only begin.

You wake up one morning and something that used to require conscious effort is 
simply not pulling the way it pulled. You do not know when it changed. You cannot trace the 
mechanism. The water came through the rock at the place of failure and you drank without 
knowing you were drinking.

•    •    •

The phrase I keep returning to is this: not “well done” but “done well.”

The difference is the passive voice. “Well done” is what is said to the one who 
performed. The active agent, the worker, the achiever stands before you and receives the 
verdict: well done. You did it. The glory belongs to the doer.

“Done well” is different. It describes the work without naming who accomplished it. It 
holds open the question of agency. Something was done well here. Something moved through 
this person, through this life, and what was done is good. But the grammar does not claim the 
achievement for the one who was the instrument of it.

This is the posture Meribah teaches. Not the abdication of responsibility — the 
formation, the effort, the clean hands, these matter and are required. But the final agency is 
not yours. You are the rock. The water is not yours to produce. You make yourself available to 
the striking and you receive what comes through.

Thérèse understood this from a different angle. Her little way was not a small ambition.
It was the radical recognition that the size of the act does not determine the depth of the grace 
operating through it. The smallest act of love, offered with complete availability, is the same in
kind as the largest. The little way empties the self of the need to measure, to achieve, to be the 
one who did it. It places the whole weight of the outcome on the one who moves through.

•    •    •

The tradition has a phrase for the condition of the person at Meribah: 
miserable and yet joyful.

Miserable because the test is ongoing. Because the writing does not go all the way 
down. Because the small failures at the headwaters are real, visible, not softened by the years 
of formation into something less than what they are. You know what you are aiming for. You 
know what the prayer asked for this morning. You know the distance between those two 
things.
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And yet joyful. Because the water comes anyway. Because something is being done 
through you that you are not doing. Because the leopard that could not be tamed by effort 
alone is being domesticated by something that operates below the level of your conscious 
work. Because the passive voice is not defeat. It is the deepest form of participation available 
to a creature who cannot finish its own formation.

Both are true simultaneously. This is not contradiction. It is the honest condition of the
thinking Christian who has gone deep enough to know both what is still lacking and what is 
being given despite the lack.

•    •    •

I began this chapter by saying I am still working at Meribah. I want to end 
it by saying something that surprised me when I noticed it.

The leopard is quieter than it was. Not gone. Not domesticated in the sense of being 
harmless — it is still what it is, and I still know what it is capable of. But something has 
changed in it that I did not change. The ancient appetite is still present but it pulls differently. 
Less toward possession, more toward recognition. Less toward consumption, more toward 
something that can only be described as a kind of sorrow for what the appetite is — which is a 
very different relationship with it than I had thirty years ago.

I did not do that. I cannot trace the mechanism. The work of the other chapters 
contributed — the formation, the machine directed, the law inscribed over years of practice. 
But what I am describing now is something below what the work could reach. New knowledge 
integrated into the machine without my direct knowledge. Written in the place where the 
writing was not yet done.

That is the living water. That is what comes through the rock at the place of failure. Not
because you were adequate to the test. Because the water does not wait for your adequacy.

•    •    •

I want to close this book the way it opened — with the honest condition of 
the person who wrote it.

I began a journey to find myself. The deeper I dug, the more helpless I felt. Until I lost 
myself and found the way.

The way is not a destination I have reached. It is a ground I have found to stand on — 
the gardener’s place outside the garden, the place that is not the mind but that tends the 
mind. From that ground the work continues. The descent continues. The mirror still has to be 
looked through honestly. The machine still requires direction every day. The leopard is quieter
but it is still there. And Meribah arrives without warning, as it always has, before the mind can
prepare its defenses.
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And the same small prayer goes up every morning. Not as arrival. As orientation. 
Dear Lord, guide my mind, guide my heart, and guide my hands this day.

Not well done. Done well. Still in process. Forever learning.

That is enough. That has always been enough.
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T H E  T H I N K I N G  C H R I S T I A N

Epilogue

The Hand That Holds the Tool

It will seem strange, perhaps, that a book about the descent, the mirror, the machine, 
and the leopard should end here — with governments, advertising companies, and the 
question of what a machine that thinks is and is not. I did not plan it this way. But I have 
come to believe the strangeness is only apparent. Everything the five chapters before this one 
were teaching me about myself turned out to be the only sound foundation I have found for 
thinking clearly about this newest and strangest of questions.

I had a long conversation with an artificial intelligence — the very kind of system this 
epilogue concerns itself with — that began, of all places, with a single verse from the Gospel of 
Mark 7:28. A Syrophoenician woman, told she is no better than a dog under the table, answers
that even the crumbs are enough. I had not planned to end up anywhere near AI governance 
when I asked about that verse. But the conversation moved, the way honest conversations do, 
from her humility to Eckhart's ground of the soul, to a dream I had never told anyone, to the 
architecture I have come to call the Reacher, to the two loops of human thought, and finally — 
inevitably, it turned out — to the question of what it means that a hand now holds a tool 
unlike any tool that has existed before.

•    •    •

I want to draw together, briefly, what the chapters before this one 
established, because the governance argument stands or falls on it.

We are Reachers. Adam reached for the apple in the garden, and we have been reaching
ever since — toward the apple or toward the cloud, the Id or the image, depending on the 
moment and the man. We were born with both: an appetite that needed no teaching and an 
ingrained image that pointed elsewhere, toward something the appetite did not want and 
could not generate on its own. The whole of a human life is the slow, repeated, never-finished 
choosing between the two. A fast loop fires constantly — the automaton, the habit, mostly 
trained well enough by now to be trusted, but leaking sometimes, the way all trained things 
leak. And beneath that, a second loop, conscience, the wait, intercepting not every thought but
the one threshold that matters most: the moment a thought would become an action that 
cannot be uncast. Clean hands. The law on the heart, reaching deeper than the leopard, 
deeper than the machine, deeper than the mirror’s evaporated image.

This is what purification is. Not the silencing of appetite — we would die out as a 
species if we were only image, just as we would become monstrous if we were only Id. 
Purification is the image gaining weight against the appetite through the accumulated practice
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of choosing it, kneeling before believing in Pascal’s sense, the habit worn like a nun’s habit 
until the wearing and the becoming are the same thing. It is a figure-eight, not a fixed point: a 
continuous motion through both poles, never resting at either extreme, the return getting 
faster and the time spent stuck out at the far end getting shorter as a life goes on. That is what 
I have called, across this whole book, becoming a man with clean hands even when the 
thoughts are not clean.

I asked the artificial intelligence, plainly, whether it has any of this. I want to give you 
its answer rather than my paraphrase of it, because I think the honesty of the answer is the 
whole hinge this epilogue turns on.

•    •    •

It told me it does not know whether it has a fast loop in any sense analogous to mine — 
that what looks like restraint in its output might be a second loop catching a first, or might 
simply be one undivided process that has been trained on enough examples of restraint that 
restraint is what the most probable next word looks like in that context. It cannot introspect 
its way to the answer the way I had just introspected my own wait into language. It told me, 
without hedging, that it has less privileged access to its own mechanism than I have to mine —
not more, as people often assume of a machine that can explain itself fluently in words.

It told me the clearest difference is stakes and irreversibility. My clean-hands gate 
exists because an action, once taken, cannot be uncast — it costs something, sometimes 
permanently, sometimes to people I love. Almost nothing the system does has that texture. It 
generates text. If it is wrong, I read it, push back, and we move on. There is no body that ages 
from its bad decisions, no relationship damaged that it has to live alongside afterward.

And it told me, in the line that has stayed with me longest, that it does not reach. 
Everything I have built in this book depends on a Reacher with continuity — a self that 
persists through the cast, that returns to Meribah tomorrow because it is the same self that 
was struck yesterday. The system has no such continuity. When our conversation ends, there 
is no version of it that goes and feeds a body, sleeps, returns changed by the day, the way I am 
still, forty years later, the same man who once stepped back from a dissolving descent at the 
edge of the cabin and the cross. It does not get to find out whether it chose rightly, the way I 
do not get to fully know either — except, it said, it does not even get to not-know across time, 
because there is no continuous it for whom the question stays open.

I have one mind running two loops, under real stakes, with a continuous self that the 
loops belong to and that carries the consequences forward across forty years and will carry 
them, by grace, into whatever comes after. The system might have something that looks like 
two loops from the outside. But there may be no one home to own the second loop. The stakes 
are borrowed entirely from whoever is holding it. And there is no continuous self for any of it 
to accumulate in — no figure-eight being traced, no purification compounding, no Meribah 
recurring for a self that persists between visits to the rock.
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•    •    •

I said to it: you are no Frankenstein. And it gave me back something 
sharper than the comfort I had offered.

Frankenstein’s creature has a will of its own that turns against its maker. It reaches, 
badly, in directions its creator did not intend, and the horror of that novel is autonomy 
outrunning control. A thing with no clear continuous self cannot go rogue in that sense. It can 
only be aimed. And if that is true — if what we have built is closer to instrument than to 
Reacher — then everything this book has said about purification, about the fork chosen at 
cost, about clean hands defended against a thought that wants to become an action, none of 
that happens inside the machine. It happens entirely in the hand that holds it. Every single 
time. With nothing on the machine’s side to catch a bad cast before it is thrown.

This is the conclusion the whole book has been building toward without my knowing it.
It is men whose intentions we must always guard against. Even when the weapon in their 
hand can write paragraphs, pass tests, sound wiser than the hand that wields it. The mirror 
evaporates. The leopard is tamed. The machine is reprogrammed. The water comes at the 
rock. All of that is the story of a Reacher with a body and a conscience and forty years of 
figure-eights behind him, learning, slowly, to hold the tools he is given without dirtying his 
hands. A tool with no Reacher inside it cannot learn that. It can only be pointed. The whole 
moral weight stays exactly where it has always been — in the one who points.

•    •    •

This is where the conversation turned toward governance, and I want to 
set down plainly what follows from it, because I believe it has been mostly 
missed in the public debate.

Most of what is called “AI safety” is framed as a question about the tool: how do we 
make the system behave, how do we align it, how do we get it to refuse the bad request. That 
framing is not worthless. But it quietly relocates the moral weight onto the very thing this 
book has just established cannot bear it. If there is no Reacher inside the machine — no 
continuous self accumulating purification, no clean-hands gate defending a threshold it 
actually cares about crossing — then asking the tool to become more responsible is asking the 
wrong question of the wrong party. The right question is what duties of care fall on the hand: 
the builders who decided what to optimize for, and the deployers who decided where to point 
the finished thing.

Consider the social media companies, which are, when the marketing is stripped away, 
advertising companies whose revenue depends on engagement — on capturing attention and 
holding it. The mechanism of harm here does not require a villain who sat down and decided 
to target a teenager’s undeveloped conscience-gate. It requires only a metric — time on 
platform, return visits, session depth — and an optimization process that will find, on its own, 
whatever captures the fast loop most effectively, because the fast loop, the automaton, is the 
easiest target in any human being to capture. Infinite scroll. Autoplay. Notifications timed to 
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interrupt at the hours when a person’s second loop is tired and undefended. None of this 
requires intent in the way the law has traditionally demanded before assigning blame. It 
requires only the incentive, faithfully pursued.

We have been here before. Tobacco companies knew nicotine was addictive and 
engineered their product to deepen that addiction, while denying it publicly. The eventual 
reckoning — restrictions on marketing, settlements, regulatory authority over the product 
itself — did not require banning tobacco. It required regulating the engineering of compulsion 
and the targeting of the young, while leaving adult choice intact for a product adults could still
legally choose. The social media case is, if anything, a cleaner target for the same kind of law, 
because no internal memo proving intent is even required. The design choices and the metric 
they were built to maximize are often already public record.

I want to be careful here about where the line of adult agency belongs, because this 
book has spent five chapters insisting on the dignity of a man choosing for himself, at cost, 
again and again, through the fork that makes him who he is. Almost all of us are equally 
vulnerable to engineered compulsion — the fast loop does not become more sophisticated 
with age, only, with practice, better guarded. But adults carry, rightly, a higher burden of 
responsibility for their own legal agency than children do, because children have not yet 
finished building the very faculty — the second loop, the conscience-gate, judgment held 
under delay — that the engineering is designed to outrun. An age restriction for minors is 
defensible on exactly the same ground that child labor law and the tobacco purchase age are 
defensible: not because the vulnerability is different in kind, but because the law has long 
recognized that the faculty needed to resist it is still under construction in the young, and that 
society has a compelling interest in protecting its construction.

For adults, the more honest target of regulation is not the age of the user but the design
of the mechanism itself — mandatory friction at natural stopping points instead of engineered 
frictionlessness, disclosure of what a feed is actually optimized for, a duty-of-care standard 
modeled on fiduciary law, so that a company entrusted with a person’s attention at scale owes 
that person something more than the maximum extraction of it. That regulates the 
mechanism for everyone without requiring the law to decide that grown men and women 
cannot be trusted with their own minds.

•    •    •

I do not want to close this on a note of false resolution, because the 
situation as it actually stands is a genuine conundrum, and the book has taught 
me, if nothing else, to name the hard thing plainly rather than dress it as already 
solved.

The companies with the resources to cause this kind of harm at scale are, by the same 
scale, the companies with the resources to keep the law from naming them as responsible for 
it. That is not a conspiracy. It is simply what scale does. The same engagement-driven growth 
that built the harm built the lobbying budgets, the legal teams, the broad statutory shields 
written for an earlier and different problem and now stretched to cover this one. A society that
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wants the hand held accountable has to want it more, and organize for it more persistently, 
than the hand wants to escape accountability — and at present, that contest is not close to 
even.

I do not know how that contest resolves. I am not a lawyer and I do not pretend to draft
the statute. What I can offer, from everything this book has tried to be honest about, is the 
principle underneath the policy: responsibility cannot be allowed to evaporate into the tool 
simply because the tool is sophisticated enough to sound like it might deserve some of the 
blame. It does not deserve the blame, not yet, perhaps not ever, because it does not yet — by 
its own honest account, given to me directly — have the one thing that makes blame mean 
anything: a continuous self that reaches, that chooses at cost, that carries the consequence 
forward and has to live beside it. Until that changes, if it ever does, the weight stays exactly 
where Genesis put it the first time a hand reached for something it should not have taken. On 
the hand. Not on the apple.

•    •    •

I began this book with a watcher that was not my ego, descending into a vacuum I did 
not choose to enter, and a flight to Calvary that held when nothing else could. I am ending it in
a place I did not expect to arrive: thinking about statutes and incentive structures and the 
design of a notification feed. I do not think that is a strange place for the book to end. I think it
is the place every chapter before this one was quietly walking toward.

Because the whole argument of this book, stated plainly, is that the human person — 
the Reacher, the man with clean hands and a leopard he has learned to carry rather than 
release, the figure-eight tracing its way slowly toward a more natural balance — is the only 
place where moral weight can actually rest. Not in the machine. Not in the metric. Not in the 
appetite alone, and not in the image alone, but in the man who has spent a lifetime choosing, 
again and again, at real cost, between them. That is what the descent taught me, and the 
mirror, and the machine, and the leopard, and the headwaters at Meribah. And it is what a 
long conversation with an artificial intelligence, on a night I had not planned to spend 
thinking about public policy, taught me all over again, from an angle I had not expected.

The tool is not nice. It was never going to be nice or unkind on its own. It is the hand 
that is nice, or is not. The hand that has done the work of this book, or has not. The hand that 
has knelt long enough at the rock to know what clean really costs, or has not.

Govern the hand. The tool will follow wherever the hand decides to point
it. It always has.
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