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WISDOM: 

What is It, and How can It be Found? 

 

Whatever wisdom is, it is ephemeral, relative, subjective and relational which makes it very 

difficult to define or even characterize.  This is one attempt. 

 

As knowledge is superior to data or information, wisdom has been refined by qualities superior 

to mere data, like kindness or compassion.  Therefore wisdom has an ethical quality.  The most 

brilliant scientists on Earth can create weapons capable of destroying civilization and perhaps 

our species.  Wiser scientists chose not to create such weapons, because they can see the long 

term consequences of such acts.  Therefore wisdom has a global, long-term quality, because it 

sees consequences for the whole as well as the part, and for the long-term as well as the short. 

 

Wisdom is inextricably bound up in human affairs.  Therefore it requires both detailed and deep 

understanding of human behavior, and of the behavior of groups that people form.  Therefore 

wisdom is also relative.  What appears wise to Democrats in America, for example, often does 

not look wise to Republicans.  Some of those differences are philosophical, or reflect profound 

differences in core values, so they are not easily resolved.  And what is wise for the country as a 

whole often gets lost in battles over what seems wise for Democrats or Republicans. 

 

Another example would be that what seems wise to Jews does not always seem wise to Muslims.  

Here the devout derive their concepts of wisdom from different scriptures.  Yet within both of 

these groups and every other religion I have studied, there are enlightened who see the unity 

behind their similar words.   There are also brothers who fight each other over who will rule the 

earth.  Those brothers violate the Golden Rule that lives within everyone’s scriptures.  Yet they 

think they are exemplars of the prophets of ancient times. Thus does hubris corrupt true wisdom. 

 

Hubris is an ancient Greek term that means, roughly “overweening pride.”  Thus one might infer 

that humility is a necessary constituent of wisdom.  And so did many ancient sages claim i. 

 

In war, such differences as between Democrats and Republicans or Jews and Muslims can have 

extreme consequences.  One General’s wisdom can mean destruction of an enemy General’s 

troops or even the state they serve, or even genocide of the peoples who create both states and 

armies.  But the wisest General of all time, the incomparable Sun Tzu of ancient China wrote ii: 

 
 “Generally, in war the best policy is to take a state intact; to ruin it is inferior to this.  
To capture the enemy’s army is better than to destroy it; to take intact a battalion, a 
company or a five-man squad is better than to destroy them.   For to win one hundred 
victories in one hundred battles is not the acme of skill. To subdue the enemy without 
fighting is the acme of skill.” 3:1-3. 
 
 “If not in the interests of the state, do not act.  If you cannot succeed, do not use 
troops.  If you are not in danger, do not fight.  A sovereign cannot raise an army because 
he is enraged, nor can a general fight because he is resentful.  For while an angered man 
may again be happy, and a resentful man again be pleased, a state that has perished 
cannot be restored, nor can the dead be brought back to life.  Therefore the enlightened 
ruler is prudent and the good general is warned against rash action.  Thus the state is 
kept secure and the army preserved.”  12:17-19.   
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“Prudence” is a term often employed by those who try to define wisdom. 

 

Editors and publishers have passed the advice of Sun Tzu down for much over 2,000 years, and 

more people have read him today than existed in the armies he commanded, because Sun Tzu 

was wise.  So his thought lives on when almost all of the other Generals and Emperors have been 

long forgotten.  They were merely intelligent and powerful; Sun Tzu was wise. 

 

Because wisdom is relational, it is a mistake to define it precisely although philosophers and 

attorneys will try.  Like beauty, some wisdom lies in the eyes or mind of the beholder.  Still, 

some wisdom appeals very broadly, like the “Golden Rule” which can be found in scriptures all 

around the world from ancient times to modern.  Despite this ubiquity, some partisans of alleged 

prophets wage wars against each other every day over which spelling of the scriptures is in ‘fact’ 

the sacred form, ‘never to be questioned.’  Those are not the wisest students of their prophets, 

since they violate the Golden Rule (and often many other rules) when they urge subjugation or 

destruction of others who follow different teachers or read scripture in other languages. 

 

The fact that wisdom is relational complicates the question of how it can be found.  So the first 

thing I will claim is that wisdom is better cultivated than collected.  Of course you can gather 

books with “Wisdom” in the title, or wisdom quotes.  This can help, even though they will never 

agree on many details.  But you can be confident that each author tried their best to distill the 

essence of wisdom from their life experience, and to communicate this clearly to readers of the 

language they deploy.  So gathering books and bromides can help.  But cultivation is a process. 

 

Actually reading the books helps more.  Reading them slowly, deeply, using reflective thought 

instead of just the rapid collection skills that scholars everywhere learn.  Reading them more than 

once may help.  Comparing what one author says with another helps.  Reason helps.  Comparing 

what authors claim with evidence of the real world which certainly exists outside our skulls also 

helps to weed out errors every author makes (including, of course, me).iii Looking for broad areas 

of agreement among many sages, and distinguishing between sages and millions of other verbal 

people who have not yet reached that stage, helps.  Noise obscures wisdom; there is lots of noise.   

 

So like physical exercise, one book (like one day in the gym) will not accomplish nearly as much 

as a regular routine of exercise.  This works for bodies, and works for brains.  This is true even if 

the one book chosen is an excellent distillate of tribal or revealed wisdoms passed down through 

millennia like the Bible iv or the Tao te Ching of China’s Lao Tzu v 

 

True wisdom is never frightened by comparison with others, or by another author’s attempt to 

explain or illuminate wisdom, because True wisdom knows that what we know is microscopic 

compared to all there is to be known.  As Albert Einstein wrote: “We still do not know one 

thousandth of one percent of what nature has revealed to us.”  Humans are extremely primitive, 

and the Earth is really tiny compared to the Universe of our Creator.  Socrates understood this 

when he claimed to “know nothing.”  Wise people, being humble,vi know that even the greatest 

human sages are like fleas on the back of an elephant.  True wisdom also knows that people are 

trying to learn wisdom in every language there is, and that life experiences differ a lot.  So there 

is no harm and can be great good in considering ‘wisdom’ from different cultures or languages or 

epochs of history, and the wise are not disturbed by differences discovered.  That is how minds 

grow.  Pity those who think that all wisdom for everyone and all time is contained in any one 
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book, or in any thousand books, because those people stunt their own growth by such vain and 

primitive conclusions. 

 

Wisdom appears to benefit from experience.  This is why sages are notorious for white hair or 

none.  It takes some experience to achieve even an elementary understanding of human nature, 

much less of the behaviors of groups, which are much more complicated and deceptive. 

 

What seems wise to the young may also look different to elders.  This is why “Young Turks” are 

sometimes eager for wars that wiser elders avoid, because elders know what war really means 

while the young mostly know only movies or books.  Those typically glorify the adventures and 

drama of wars, while minimizing the cruelty, suffering and debasement of souls that comes to 

those who actually wage wars.  This is true whether the participants ‘win’ or ‘lose.’  But do not 

be deceived; neither intelligence nor age guarantee wisdom, or prudence, or humility or ethics.  

There is another bromide that “Old men declare the wars that young men fight and die in.” 

 

In social groups, much wisdom is transmitted as ‘folk wisdom’ or ‘common sense.’  So mothers 

everywhere teach their children not to play with fire, for one example.  Or not to stick things into 

power outlets (in developed countries) for another example.  But since such ‘practical wisdom’ is 

so universal, it is often called ‘common knowledge’ or ‘common sense’ rather than wisdom.  If 

you are searching for wisdom, do not neglect ‘practical wisdom’ because it can save your life. 

 

In ancient times, books either did not exist or were handmade and incredibly heavy.  Therefore 

there was a premium on bromides, parables, or very short stories that made complex problems 

simpler for ordinary people to remember, understand and pass on to their own young.  “It takes a 

village to raise a child.”  Who has not heard of this bromide?  Yet who can name the person who 

first wrote, or more likely spoke it? 

 

Scholars sometimes miss this, trained as we are to use pedantic, turgid, abstract or opaque prose 

with clinical citations that induce sleep among most students.  If they read it at all, which is 

seldom.  Some of the most profound wisdom on earth comes from illiterate, tribal sources, like 

“Mitakuye Oyas’in” in Lakota Sioux, which means in English “We are all Relatives.”  Modern 

geneticists can prove beyond shadow of doubt that this is true.  Who can say how tribal peoples 

discovered this universal truth?  And if it is not citable, will modern scholars comprehend or 

even note it?  Here is another bromide you may have read, but probably cannot cite:  “We do not 

inherit the earth from our ancestors, but rather borrow it from our children.”  Does it really 

matter who first writes or speaks some wisdom?  I don’t think so, but some people think that 

authorship, or “authority” is everything (like those who think they own the words of ‘God’). 

 

Nature as a source distinct from Books 

 

Sages from Lao Tzu and Gautama Buddha to the modern E.O. Wilson and Albert Einstein have 

often remarked about ‘nature’ as an ultimate source of wisdom.  Therefore soon I will list a few 

quotes on that from them and others.  But first, I wish to say WHY in words I choose myself.   

 

The living system of the Earth has survived billions of years of challenges of every kind, from 

the engineering needed to run, fly, optics for an eye, and predation of the vulnerable by stronger 

forms of life (or sneakier as with infectious diseases) to drought and deluge, heat and cold and 
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every challenge there is.  This provides enormous experience with solving practical problems, or 

dying, and natural selection is a powerful mechanism for sorting those and elevating the better 

solutions.  A tiny fruit fly with only four chromosomes and a pinpoint brain knows what to do 

when it rains, for example, or how to respond to potential mates, even when it has never seen 

rain or other flies before.  This “wisdom of the genes” is transmitted by DNA … we think. 

 

Ecologists have learned that evolution is not confined to isolated species, but rather that all life is 

interconnected in vastly complex webs of relationships.  Mystics told us that even non-living 

matter and energy is sometimes connected to the activities of living things, so some have even 

suggested that the mountains, streams and storms have spiritual dimensions like the birds and 

bees do.  Thus rose “Gaia” as a term.  Some even go so far as to claim the whole Universe is a 

living thing.  Modern proponents of that idea find they echo words in Genesis and other ancient 

scriptures.  None of this is news to Native American elders, whose reverence for the spirit worlds 

of nature is legendary, despite the bad behaviors of some who are very much less than reverent. 

 

Having learned a great deal from mountains, deserts and animals, as well as from professors and 

books, I simply ask you to consider these few quotes with an open heart, and a reflective mind. 

 

“Nature does not hurry, yet everything is accomplished.”  -- Lao Tzu 
 

“Look deep into nature, and then you will understand everything better.”  -- Albert Einstein  
 

“Nature holds the key to our aesthetic, intellectual, cooperative, and even spiritual satisfaction.”  

 -- E.O. Wilson 
 

“Nature is the art of God.”  -- Muhammad Ali (or Dante Alighieri, or Sr. Thomas Browne, or …) 
 

“That which is not good for the bee-hive cannot be good for the bees.”  -- Isaac Asimov 
 

“When one tugs at a single thing in nature he feels it attached to the rest of the world.”   

-- John Muir 
 

“Perhaps nature is our best assurance of immortality.”  -- Eleanor Roosevelt 
 

“Keep your face to the sunshine and you cannot see a shadow.”  -- Helen Keller (blind and deaf, 

but this quote is also ascribed to the Maori of New Zealand. Perhaps Helen heard it from a kiwi?) 
 

“Security is mostly a superstition.  It does not exist in nature, nor do the children of men as a 

whole experience it.  Avoiding danger is no safer in the long run than outright exposure.  Life is 

either a daring adventure, or nothing.”  -- Helen Keller 
 

“Our task must be to free ourselves by widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living 

creatures and the whole of nature and its beauty.”  -- Albert Einstein 
 

“One touch of nature makes the whole world kin.”  -- William Shakespeare 
 

“What the caterpillar calls the end of the world, the master calls a butterfly.”  -- Richard Bach vii 
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“Nature, to be commanded, must be obeyed.”  -- Francis Bacon viii 
 

“Evolution is God’s way of creating life on earth.”  -- Theodosius Dobzhansky 
 

“If we could see the miracle of a single flower clearly, our whole life would change.” -- Buddha 

 

These warm and cuddly quotes reflect many positive lessons from nature.  Wisdom is often 

beautiful and poetic, which makes that kind of wisdom easier to remember.  But nature is not 

always warm and fuzzy.  For example, consider the natural fate of rabbits.  No matter how 

cuddly bunnies are, most in nature will die either by being eaten live or starving, then freezing in 

winter.  If you have ever seen a hawk or neighborhood kitty dismembering a live, and sometimes 

crying rabbit, you will never again have illusions about the intrinsic kindness of nature. 
 

If you think to intervene, out of an admirable empathy for the suffering bunny, you will be faced 

with serious dilemmas.  Should the hawk’s babies starve so the rabbit can live?  And once a 

predator has eaten a leg or an eye, what good will it do the rabbit to chase the predator away?  

“Red in tooth and claw” is also part of nature, and there is wisdom in your genes about that too.   
 

If space allows I will write something about psychopaths and malignant narcissists who are the 

human expression of brilliance combined with a clinical lack of empathy.  They are especially 

important to problems of war and exploitation.  Space certainly does not allow time to examine 

the phenomena of evil, individual, organizational and the possibility of supernatural evil.  So I 

just warn perceptive readers that these are very important issues for survival of our civilization. 
 

Having considering these things as carefully as I can, I conclude that empathy is another 

essential dimension of wisdom.  Those brilliant scientists who work on weapons of mass 

destruction, and the politicians and generals who contemplate their use, and the many staff who 

help them all, cannot have so much empathy they recoil from the pain of the many innocent 

victims who will suffer if they are used.  (Mass destruction implies lack of discrimination 

between innocent and guilty, an implication amply proven by actual experience using them). 
 

One could go on and on with quotes; each serves as a door to much deeper issues if one enters 

reflectively rather than just learning words.  I encourage students to do so because as I approach 

my own demise I am still learning pretty elementary (but important) things by considering advice 

from long dead elders.  Like these other three, more famous quotes of Gautama the Buddha: 

 

“All that we are is the result of what we have thought. The mind is everything. What we 

think we become.”   And,  
 

“Even death is not to be feared by one who has lived wisely.”  And finally, 
 

“However many holy words you read, however many you speak, what good will they do 

you if you do not act on upon them?” 

 

Talk is cheap.  I do not know who first wrote that, but this does not matter at all compared to the 

fact that the living system of the earth is in great distress today, mainly due to the idiocy of what 

humans call civilization.  Action matters.  It mattered in the Buddha’s day and it matters today.  

Sun Tzu would not have put up with the cowardice that dominates the human herd now, besieged 

as we are by forces of evil that use propaganda as fluidly as other people breathe. 
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While Sun Tzu counseled prudence always, and cautioned properly about rash action, he was, we 

should recall, a General Officer of Armies paid to protect Empires from destruction by enemies.  

If he was on death ground Sun Tzu knew how to fight, and how to organize the fighting of 

others.  But be wary about “Evil” because it is much more cunning than many people think.  

Thousands of generals and politicians have become the evil they deplore by overreacting to 

alleged threats, or sacrificing prudence to ambition.  Once again hubris rears its ugly head. 

 

Thus the adept are aware of the full spectrum of options, from turning cheeks to slaughtering 

multitudes if they insist on being dangerous.  The Creator of us All points toward the preferred 

outcomes, and good means toward good ends.  Zoroaster, who preceded all the better known 

sages like Moses, Jesus, Lao Tzu, Buddha, Mohammad, and Bahá’u’lláh (among many others) 

put this succinctly.  “Think good thoughts, Speak good words, and Do good deeds.” ix 

 

Other sages to follow often encouraged similar priorities.  Certainly Jesus did.  Everything I have 

written here can be found in the counsels of Jesus too, and almost everything he suggested can be 

found in Old Testament Jewish scriptures except that Jesus was more gentle than the Davids who 

slew Goliaths and the Solomons who offered to cut babies in half to settle arguments between 

women.  But some readers get confused by differences in language or details.  So I want to end 

this little essay with a few more of the better wisdom quotes I have encountered on this journey. 

 

“What does the Lord require of you?  To act justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly 

with your God.”  -- Micah, 6:8. x 
 

“What is hateful to yourself, do not do to your fellow man.  That is the whole Torah; the 

rest is just commentary.  Go and study it.”  -- Rabbi Hillel, in Talmud Shabbat 31a. xi 
 

“Any virtue carried to extremes can become a harmful vice.”  -- Aristotle. xii 
 

And finally, “Moderation in all things, including moderation.”  -- Ralph Waldo Emerson.  

 

Conclusions  
 

Wisdom is knowledge and understanding refined to higher qualities by things like ethics, 

compassion, empathy and spirituality so that superior decisions are made when confronted by 

dilemmas of life.  Since life is very complicated it is impossible to adjudicate objectively all 

differences of opinion on this intrinsically subjective topic.  That is especially true where 

fundamentalists base their conclusions on allegedly inerrant and exclusive literature which is 

always a mistake.  In fact, that is a direct expression of hubris, the ancient enemy of wisdom. 

 

As iron is refined from less concentrated ore, wisdom is distilled experience of life.  And like 

steel is iron infused by other elements like manganese, nickel or chromium, highly refined 

wisdom comes in different flavors optimized for different tasks.  Bromides and exceptional 

poetry serve the purpose of being memorable, which is a constant challenge to societies trying to 

preserve hard won lessons.  Exceptional literature is another obvious source of wisdom, but so is 

nature and association with people widely described as being wise.  Intuition may be also, but all 

alleged sources of wisdom should be tested against evidence from the real world.  Delusions of 

wisdom are extremely common, and hubris leads to bad outcomes including outright evil. 
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