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From Jake to Hannah:

Being with you, Being in awe

One and the same

Time stands still, While flying by(e)

Behold the beauty

 

From Michael:

To my parents, Judy and Harvey Amster, for their endless support and love that reaches “as high as the sky and as deep as the ocean blue,” and my daughter, Shayna, who has been my greatest source of love, joy, adventure, and never-ending awe





There are two ways to live: you can live as if nothing is a miracle; you can live as if everything is a miracle. The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious. It is the source of all true art and all science. He to whom this emotion is a stranger, who can no longer pause to wonder and stand rapt in awe, is as good as dead: his eyes are closed.

—Albert Einstein
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Authors’ Note

The stories in this book are true or composites of several cases. In most of the stories, names and other identifying information have been changed to protect anonymity. Any likeness to actual persons, either living or dead, is strictly coincidental.





Preface

A Shortcut to Transcendence

As lifelong meditators and mindfulness teachers, we confess we were almost embarrassed when we stumbled onto a five- to fifteen-second shortcut to transcendence. This idea ran counter to everything we knew about meditation before we began our research. But, yes, it is possible. It only requires accessing the powerful emotion of awe in ordinary, everyday life. The changes in our lives have been profound, and after seeing the results repeated again and again in our thousands of patients, clients, and study participants, we’ve proven that our shortcut, coined the A.W.E. Method, works.

A.W.E. stands for Attention, Wait, Exhale and Expand, and the method is a five- to fifteen-second, three-step process—a type of “microdosing mindfulness,” or a brief, informal mindfulness practice that also is supported by science. The A.W.E. Method quickly transports us into awe, an incredibly powerful emotion that produces wonderment and a heightened state of consciousness along with some remarkable changes in the mind and body that can improve health and wellness.

Just think about the last time you were in a state of awe—you might have been in the vastness of the Grand Canyon or the Alaskan wilderness, entranced by your favorite performer, or enchanted by the wonder and miracle of life while holding an infant. A smile on your face, or with your mouth slightly open, you may have felt goosebumps or a shiver up your spine. The feeling of awe may have lasted a few seconds or moments. Maybe longer. But no doubt you felt it deeply.

This was not just in your head. During such extraordinary experiences, unbeknownst to you, something incredible was happening inside your body: Your nervous system shifted so that your fight-flight-freeze response became less active while your “rest and digest” functions were more active. In other words, you calmed down and became more patient and less anxious. But you were also energized, entering a kind of playful state. Your proinflammatory interleukin-6 (a type of immune-modulating protein) levels decreased, which if done with enough regularity would reduce chronic inflammation and lower your risk of cardiovascular disease, dementia, diabetes, depression, and much more. Your oxytocin (love hormone) levels rose, increasing your general sense of well-being and your desire to connect.

That is what it means to be in awe—and those effects are just the tip of the iceberg. The still quite young science of awe supports that, when we access the emotion regularly, we experience improved quality of relationships; greater joy, contentment, and life satisfaction; a higher level of cognitive processing; improved well-being and mindfulness; and improved immune function and decreased inflammation. Our research has demonstrated that awe reduces levels of stress, anxiety, depression, loneliness, burnout, and physical pain. Awe also alleviates existential anxiety, a troubled state of mind for which the only other known remedies are religion, medication, denial, and distraction.

It’s no wonder that awe has garnered a lot of attention as of late, becoming the focus of dozens of studies beyond our own. According to leading awe researcher Dacher Keltner and coauthor Jonathan Haidt, “Awe-inducing events may be one of the fastest and most powerful methods of personal change and growth.”1

There is, though, one glaring problem: The average person can’t visit the Grand Canyon or see their favorite performer live every day. Unable to access this type of awe daily, people might turn to meditation, a practice that does not require any cost or travel and that has been shown to have many of the benefits previously described. However, we have observed that meditation requires an amount of time, dedication, and effort that effectively discourages far too many people from ever becoming proficient enough to fully experience its benefits. Simply put, meditation is a stumbling block for many people, especially those who can’t find even fifteen minutes for themselves in our busy world, let alone thirty minutes to meditate. For those who struggle with silencing their anxious minds—which, ironically, can lead to cycles of negative self-talk as they “fail” to meditate—meditation can become a stressful, rather than a calming, experience.

This is where our research and method come in. In The Power of Awe, we offer a clinically proven three-step process to turn ordinary moments into awe-inducing experiences in seconds, giving you a powerful prescription for immediate and expansive personal growth and mental and physical healing. Experiencing awe can happen in as little as five seconds, and it does not require any demanding discipline or skills. Most importantly, whereas many awe studies have relied on researchers either physically bringing subjects to extraordinary places or using virtual reality to simulate that experience, our studies have relied entirely on our subjects finding awe in the ordinary—in their homes, backyards, relationships, and more—opening a new realm of awe research and greater potential benefits for everyone.

Our interest in awe began on a personal level. Jake Eagle, a psychotherapist and mindfulness instructor, had made a career out of helping others reduce emotional suffering, yet he still struggled with never feeling quite satisfied in life. He had what he describes as the “three Hs” (his health, his loving wife Hannah, and a home in a Hawaiian paradise), and by anyone’s estimate, he should have been thrilled to be alive. So he decided to try an experiment, questioning himself every morning: Am I thrilled to be alive?

For three weeks, Jake asked himself this question every morning, and he soon found himself actively realizing and focusing on those things in daily life that really were thrilling. This had an impact—he began feeling more positive about his life, even though nothing had “actually” changed. The impact on his life was such that in 2018, Jake began offering a twenty-one-day Thrilled to Be Alive course through Live Conscious, an organization he and Hannah cofounded. The self-reported positive changes the participants shared were remarkable, with one saying, “I feel empowered and like a butterfly released into a whole new world; observing life from a different point of view and responding to it differently as well.”

Through this course, Jake discovered something compelling. He had asked participants to meditate for ten minutes a day to heighten their level of consciousness and get more out of the class, but he soon learned that about half the students weren’t meditating because they said they didn’t have time. To get around this, he introduced the idea of meditating for a few seconds at a time, and everyone agreed that they could find at least a few seconds in their day to devote to micro-meditations.

Michael Amster, MD, a pain management specialist and mindfulness instructor, happened to be a participant in that course, and he suggested calling these seconds-long meditations “microdosing mindfulness.” And the idea caught.

The effects of microdosing mindfulness were completely surprising, even to us. In a survey Jake conducted at the end of the course, the students who did only the micro-meditations reported benefits from the course equal to or greater than those of the participants who were doing more traditional, longer daily meditations.

When Jake reviewed the results of the survey, he was struck that many descriptions people shared reminded him of what he’d read in Michael Pollan’s book How to Change Your Mind: The New Science of Psychedelics, in which Pollan mentions awe forty times. And the word awe resonated for the two of us, who were both going through personally challenging times but felt great emotional and psychological relief through this brief practice.

We were so impressed by the effect of this simplified mindfulness practice that we decided to deconstruct it and figure out what made it so profound. Michael flew to Hawaii so we could spend a week focused solely on this project. We, along with Hannah, reflected upon Pollan’s book and the existing research on awe. Working together in the paradise setting of Hawaii, we experienced plenty of dramatic, awe-inducing moments. We determined that getting to awe required focused attention, waiting in the moment, and breath—specifically exhaling. We captured the experience with a fitting acronym: A.W.E.

But then something happened that added an exciting facet to our method. One morning while Michael was doing the ordinary task of making pancakes—something he’d done hundreds of times before—he spontaneously experienced a state of awe. And in that simple moment, it all came together: Microdosing mindfulness (aka, A.W.E.) produced moments of awe, which was remarkable in and of itself. But even more impressive was that A.W.E. produced moments of awe in the ordinary—in this case, while watching batter bubble on the stovetop. Now, we were onto something.

Making Sense of A.W.E.

After that fateful day in Hawaii when Michael reached a state of awe while making pancakes, we were determined to verify and share this profound practice. We each conducted a pilot study. Over a three-week period, Jake taught what we would come to call the “A.W.E. Method” to a group of clients and assessed their mental and emotional health before and after the course. Across the board, participants reported decreased stress and anxiety, feelings of greater connection to others, and increased happiness. Meanwhile, Michael taught the A.W.E. Method to fifteen of his chronic pain patients in a group program, all of whom reported decreased chronic pain, less acute pain flare-ups, decreased anxiety and depression, more connection to others, and greater happiness, gratitude, and generosity.

We could see we were onto something with enormous potential. Michael tracked down Dacher Keltner, PhD, professor of psychology at University of California, Berkeley, and the granddaddy of awe research, to share our results. Dr. Keltner responded with great enthusiasm, saying our A.W.E. Method represented “the future of mindfulness.”

We were shocked and honored by Keltner’s reaction. Here was this social psychologist and researcher fully immersed in the study of awe telling us we’d stumbled onto something profound. Why did he feel so strongly about A.W.E.? What was he seeing in this informal mindfulness practice? We knew that A.W.E. stood apart from other mindfulness practices because it’s so quick and simple. But we needed to confirm that our pilot studies were not just flukes. We needed to test A.W.E. in more than a few dozen people.

Keltner helped us initiate two studies at the University of California, Berkeley. One study tested our method in a sample of more than three hundred patients at NorthBay Medical Center in Fairfield, California, as well as any of their family and friends who wished to participate. The second study involved more than two hundred hospital staff and frontline health-care workers across the United States. Both studies looked at levels of depression and anxiety, loneliness, stress, chronic pain, and well-being. Only the health-care cohort tested A.W.E. against burnout. The studies took place during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic—so the hospital staff and frontline workers in particular were under even more stress than normal.

Meanwhile, we felt the effects of our discovery immediately in our own lives. Shortly after Jake started microdosing mindfulness, at age sixty-five, his outlook changed dramatically. For the first time ever, he felt deeply satisfied in his life. Michael, in his forties, underwent a similar transformation while learning to accept becoming an empty nester. Nothing in our actual life circumstances had changed, only that we had found a way to experience awe regularly—and on command. In all our years as mindfulness instructors and mitigators of human suffering, we had never experienced anything as fast and powerful as the awe that came from microdosing mindfulness.

So, what does it mean to be in awe? We define awe as “an emotional experience in which we sense being in the presence of something that transcends our normal perception of the world.” That might sound like a big deal, and it is, but the practice itself is so simple that it can take as little as five to fifteen seconds for a single session. You can try it for yourself right now.

The A.W.E. Method

Attention means focusing your full and undivided attention on something you value, appreciate, or find amazing. Look around the room you’re in. Find that special beautiful something that you value and appreciate. Look at it closely. Really look. If it’s a small object, pick it up and begin to notice everything about it. If it’s a plant, touch the leaves; notice the texture, color, and smell; and notice the life inside it. If it’s a painting, imagine the painter painting it and notice the depth, light, and colors.

Wait means slowing down or pausing. So take a breath—inhale deeply while you appreciate this cherished item in your home.

The final step, Exhale and Expand, amplifies whatever sensations you are experiencing. As you exhale—making a slightly deeper exhalation than normal—allow what you are feeling to fill you and grow. What do you notice? Did you smile? Did you relax? Did you feel a warmth in your belly? Did your vision soften, your eyes moisten with gratitude for this precious item you are observing? Did you feel a surge or release of energy?

Congratulations. You have just experienced awe.
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