Living with Uncertainty

by Matthew Sprange

There are moments in life when uncertainty feels almost unbearable.

Perhaps someone we love begins to withdraw. A relationship changes in ways we
cannot quite understand. We wait for medical results, wonder whether to leave a
job, or find ourselves standing at the beginning of a life we never expected to be
living.

In moments like these, certainty can seem like the only thing that would bring
relief.

We tell ourselves that if only we knew what was going to happen, everything
would become easier.

I'm not sure that is always true.

It seems to me that much of our emotional life is organised around the attempt
to escape uncertainty. We search for explanations, rehearse conversations that
have not yet happened, replay those that already have, and try to predict what
other people are thinking or feeling. Sometimes we become convinced that we
know.

"They must be angry with me."
"I've ruined everything."
"Nothing is ever going to change."

These thoughts can be painful, but they also offer something strangely
comforting. They bring an end to wondering. They replace uncertainty with
certainty, even if that certainty leaves us feeling hopeless.

Perhaps that is one of the paradoxes of being human. We often prefer an
explanation that hurts to a question that remains unanswered.

Yet life has a habit of resisting our conclusions.



The people we love continue to surprise us. We discover strengths we never
imagined we possessed. Old fears lose some of their power, while entirely new
questions appear. Experience rarely unfolds as neatly as the stories we tell
ourselves beforehand.

Looking back, I sometimes think the most significant moments in life have often
arrived without certainty. Falling in love rarely begins with certainty. Becoming a
parent does not. Choosing a vocation seldom does. Even grief unfolds in ways
that cannot be mapped in advance.

Some of the most meaningful parts of life ask us to move before we know exactly
where we are going.

This is not easy.

From childhood onwards we naturally try to make sense of the world. We look
for patterns because patterns help us feel safe. There is nothing wrong with that.
In many ways it is how we learn. The difficulty comes when our need for
certainty becomes stronger than our willingness to remain open to experience.

Sometimes certainty protects us from disappointment.
Sometimes it protects us from hope.

If I am completely certain that no one will understand me, I never have to risk
discovering whether someone might.

If I am certain that I will fail, I do not have to face the vulnerability of trying.

If I already know that nothing can change, I no longer have to tolerate the
uncertainty that change always brings.

I wonder whether this is one of the reasons genuine psychological growth can
feel unsettling, even when it is welcome.

Growth asks us to leave behind ways of understanding ourselves that may have
been with us for years. Those familiar explanations often become part of our
identity. They may have protected us at difficult moments in our lives. Letting go
of them is rarely a simple matter of replacing one belief with another.

It can feel like standing on a bridge between two worlds.

The old world no longer fits quite as comfortably as it once did.



The new one has not yet become familiar.

There is an awkwardness to this stage that is easy to mistake for failure. We can
find ourselves thinking, I used to know who I was. Now I feel more confused than
ever.

Yet [ wonder whether confusion is sometimes a sign that something important is
happening.

Not all confusion is helpful, of course. There are forms of confusion that
overwhelm us or leave us feeling lost. But there is another kind that appears
when old certainties begin to loosen before new understanding has had time to
settle.

Perhaps this is what learning often feels like.

Not simply acquiring new knowledge, but discovering that the world is larger
than we had imagined.

I think therapy often offers a rare kind of space in which this uncertainty can be
experienced rather than immediately resolved.

There are times when neither person in the room knows exactly what something
means. Rather than rushing towards an explanation, there is an attempt to stay
with the experience itself. To notice it. To describe it. To wonder about it
together.

This can feel surprisingly unfamiliar.

Much of life encourages us to reach conclusions quickly. We value confidence,
decisiveness and certainty. Yet our inner lives do not always unfold according to
the same rhythm. Some questions cannot be answered because they are not
really problems to solve. They are experiences to live through.

Who am I becoming?
What do I really long for?
Why does this loss affect me so deeply?

These are not questions that surrender to cleverness. They ask something
slower of us. They ask for patience.



Perhaps wisdom has less to do with possessing the right answers than with
developing the capacity to remain present while the answers are still unfolding.

When I think about curiosity, this is what I return to most often.
Not curiosity as endless questioning.
Not curiosity as intellectual interest.

But curiosity as the quiet courage to stay in relationship with our own
experience before insisting that we already know what it means.

It is a difficult kind of courage.
It asks us to loosen our grip on certainty.

Yet I wonder whether it is only when we become a little less certain about who
we are that we discover the freedom to become someone we had not yet
imagined.
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