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Reading:  from Information Anxiety  by Richard Saul Wurman (p.34) 

Information anxiety is produced by the ever-widening gap between what we understand and what we think we should understand… Almost everyone suffers from information anxiety to some degree.  We read without comprehending, see without perceiving, hear without listening.  It can be experienced as moments of frustration with a manual that refuses to divulge the secret to operating a video recorder or a map that bears no relation to reality…  It can also be manifested as a chronic malaise, a pervasive fear that we are about to be overwhelmed by the very material we need to master in order to function in this world.


If the “In” basket in your office casts a shadow over your desk like Annapurna and the mere mention of the word “information” makes you cringe and moan, the chances are that you’re suffering from information anxiety.  But if you’re not sure, the following behaviors are indications that dealing with information might be a problem in your life.

- Chronically talking about not keeping up with what’s going on around you.

- Feeling guilty about that ever-higher stack of periodicals waiting to be read.

- Nodding your head knowingly when someone mentions a book, an artist, or a news story that you have actually never heard of before.

- Finding you are unable to explain something you thought you understood.

Reading:  a poem by Billy Collins entitled “Forgetfulness”

The name of the author is the first to go

followed obediently by the title, the plot,

the heartbreaking conclusion, the entire novel

which suddenly becomes one you have never read, never


even heard of,

as if, one by one, the memories you used to harbor

decided to retire to the southern hemisphere of the brain,

to a little fishing village where there are no phones.

Long ago you kissed the names of the nine Muses good-bye

and watched the quadratic equation pack its bag,

and even now as you memorize the order of the planets,

something else is slipping away, a state flower perhaps,

the address of an uncle, the capital of Paraguay.

Whatever it is you are struggling to remember

it is not poised on the tip of your tongue,

not even lurking in some obscure corner of your spleen.

It has floated away down a dark and mythological river

whose name begins with an L as far as you can recall,

well on your own way to oblivion where you will join those

who have even forgotten how to swim and how to ride a bicycle.

No wonder you rise in the middle of the night

to look up the date of a famous battle in a book on war.

No wonder the moon in the window seems to have drifted

out of a poem that you used to know by heart.
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A Sunday morning ritual of mine, apart from going to church, is to buy a copy of the Sunday New York Times.  At some point on Sunday afternoons or Monday mornings I like to settle down an a sofa with a warm cup of coffee, and peruse the pages of this paper that claims to contain “all the news that’s fit to print.”

The Sunday Times, I like to think, can tell me most of what I need to know about what is going on in the world.  Purchasing the paper and having it lying on my lap gives me the feeling that I am a person in the know.

Over the years I have become increasingly convinced that we need to educate ourselves about events around the world, to understand how our lifestyle – our political preferences and economic interests – affect people thousands of miles away.  And how their lives and histories affect us.

I tell myself, I should know how the people of Ho Chi Minh City – formerly Saigon – celebrate the 30th anniversary of the end of the Vietnam War.  I should know what is happening in Nepal, now that the king ended crisis rule.  I should know about the latest abuses of U.S. detainees uncovered in Guantanamo Bay.  I should know about the state of affairs in Uzbekistan.  I should read up on all of these and more.  But I don’t.

Actually there are entire sections of the paper I never even open.  Sports, Business, Travel, Style – I don’t know when the last time was I looked at any of them.  Generally I stick to the Week in Review, Arts and Entertainment, the Book Review.  And even so, to be perfectly honest, I tend to limit my information acquisition to skimming the headlines and glancing at the pictures.  Truth be told, if I get around to reading even a couple of articles from beginning to end, I am doing pretty good.

Simply having the paper in my hands gives me a pleasing sense of erudition and sophistication, even if I don’t read every word contained in its pages.

I am not proud of my reading habits.  Rather I am increasingly unsettled by the amount of information available to me, information within my reach yet beyond my grasp.

* * *

It used to be I enjoyed browsing in bookstores.  It used to be a favorite pastime to saunter through the aisles, pick up anything that looked interesting, read a page or two, and maybe buy something or other that struck my fancy.

But bookstores no longer have that pleasing effect on me.  Today, more often than not, they give me a headache.  All those books packed in shelves to the ceiling.  Each of them calling to me and asking to be read.  Each one of them offering to opening the door to another field of knowledge, another author’s insights, another political perspective. Each one of them interesting.  Each one of them in some way striking, in some respect relevant.

Now, if there is a book I want to buy, I call the bookstore on the phone.  I ask if they have a copy, and if they do, I have them hold it at the front desk for me.  Then I zip by the store, make a bee-line for the cashier, and then make a quick escape with the desired book in hand.

* * *

The amount of information I could know about, or should know about feels increasingly overwhelming.  It sometimes seems like a no-win situation.  So why even bother?

Last week we had some friends over at our house.  We gave them a short tour of our new kitchen and appliances.  “What does this button do?” one of them asked, pointing to the water and ice dispencer on our fridge, and a button that said “lock.”  Well… frankly, I don’t know.  I was slightly unsettled by his asking, and a bit more unsettled when he started pushing various buttons the functions of which were a mystery to me.

I try not to think about the extent of my ignorance.  The user’s manuals of our stove, microwave, fridge and dishwasher are discretely hidden away, high in a kitchen cupboard.  I can’t be bothered with the details of their operation, and the many useful tricks they can do, supposedly to make my life easier.  The timer on the microwave, the “on” button on the dishwasher, the dial of the front right burner on the stove is all I know, and all I need to know.

* * *

The rate at which we have been storing up useful knowledge about our selves and the universe has been spiraling upward at increasing speed.  More information has been produced in the last thirty years than in the previous 5,000.  60 million pages of scientific and technical literature are written every year.  1,000 books are published internationally every day, and the total of all printed knowledge doubles every eight years.  (Peter Large, The Micro Revolution Revisited)

It is estimated that an average weekday edition of The New York Times contains more information than the average person in seventeenth century England was likely to come across in a lifetime.

Richard Wurman writes, “Every day the media seek to deliver us larger amounts of news at a faster rate.  We are besieged with accounts of the world in amounts that are impossible to process.  And as we scramble to keep up with the news race, we are more likely to make errors of perception.  Anyone who has ever played the children’s game where you are given a few seconds to look at a tray of objects and then must recount all of the items on the tray knows that the less time you have and the more objects on the tray, the more likely you are to see objects that weren’t there and forget ones that were.


The amount of news we are expected to ingest every day hampers our ability to perceive in much the same way.  Not only are we more likely to make errors of perception, but the more time we spend with reports of separate events, the less time we have to understand the “whys and wherefores” behind them, to see the patterns and relationships between them, and to understand the present in the context of history.” (p. 37)

The experience of information overload is similar to some kinds of mental illness. One characteristic of schizophrenia, for instance is a so-called “incorrect associative response.”  A schizophrenic tends to think in arbitrary or highly personalized categories.  For instance when looking at a set of various – triangles, cubes, cones – the healthy person will likely categorize them in terms of geometric shape.  The schizophrenic asked to classify them is just as likely to say “They are soldiers” or “They all make me feel sad.”

In an experiment that which compared word association of healthy people and schizophrenics, healthy subjects were divided into two groups and asked to associate various words with other words or concepts.  One group worked at its own pace.  The other worked under time pressure, with a very high information input.  The time-pressed subjects came up with responses more like those of schizophrenics than of self-paced subjects.  (Alvin Toffler, Future Shock, p. 314)

* * *

The information a brain can retain – compared with the capacities of computers, libraries and the internet – is very small.  Our minds aren’t designed to be storehouses of data.

We aren’t designed to remember everything.  As psychiatrist Daniel Siegel puts it, “Forgetting is an essential aspect of […] memory; if we were to have easy access to every experience we have encoded, our working memory would be flooded with extraneous facts and images, and normal functioning would become impaired.”

* * *

What we really need to know, is not so much a matter of gathering a wide array of pertinent facts.  True knowledge is about having a few things firmly fixed in our minds, certain guiding principles, certain crucial truths.  

True knowledge is not so much a matter of accumulating data, but rather of carefully choosing what sort of data is relevant to us, and what is not.

Gaining knowledge is not so much a process of acquisition, but of discernment.  

To paraphrase Lao Tsu, in pursuit of information every day something is added, in the pursuit of true knowledge, every day something is dropped.

Theodore Roszak points out that information is not knowledge.  “You can mass-produce raw data and incredible quantities of facts and figures.  You cannot mass-produce knowledge, which is created by individual minds, drawing on individual experience, separating the significant from the irrelevant, making value judgments.”

* * *

The mind is like a child walking along a beach and picking up particular stones that catch its eye – one that is colored bright red, another that has white lines running across it, one that looks like a tiny egg, another that is beautifully speckled.  Each stone is pretty in its own way, and would be a nice addition to the treasure chest at home that is already filled with mementos from other trips.

As the gathering continues, the child reaches the point at which both her hands are full.  But she continues to walk, and she continues to see beautiful stones.  Now, for every new stone she picks up, she needs to choose another stone in her hand with which to part.

Sometimes I imagine my knowledge is like the stones the child is holding in its hands, and I imagine the more stones I can carry the better.  But in fact, knowledge is not so much about carrying stones, true knowledge is about choosing wisely which stones to pick up and which ones to put down.

* * *

True knowledge means resisting the temptation to be distracted by many things, and maintaining a firm focus on the one essential thing.

If we fail to grasp the one essential thing – the words of all books and newspapers will pass through us, as fleeting as the wind, and as inconsequential as the writings of a language we don’t understand.

Information exists all around us.  But knowledge exists only within ourselves. Knowledge is inseparable from the knower.  Knowledge is not acquired, it is honed.  It is inseparable from our actions.  It is shaped by our commitments.  It longs for justice.

Knowledge is the compass that guides us through ever expanding oceans of information.  It is the lens that that helps us see clearly, what is often hidden in plain view, like smooth stones on a sandy beach: kernels of truth, shades of meaning, evidence of beauty, experiences of love.  Knowledge points us toward the few things that truly matter.

When we are committed to true knowledge, memories may come and go, but a deeper truth will persist, a truth as enduring as the moon in the window at night, the moon that seems to have drifted out of a poem that you used to know by heart.

May we ever be guided by such truth.  Amen.
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