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Extraordinary Awakenings:

When Trauma and Tragedy Lead Transformation

Extraordinary Awakenings is about the amazing transformation that can occur in the midst of

intense suffering and trauma - for example, soldiers on a battlefield, the inmates of prison camps who are on the
verge of starvation, people who have been through periods of severe addiction, depression, bereavement, and so on.
These awakenings are extraordinary
in two ways: first, because they occur
in such unexpected circumstances,
and second, because they have such
an incredible effect. People feel completely reborn, as if they are wholly
different people. In my role as a
psychologist, I’ve been researching
cases of extraordinary awakenings for
15 years. I wrote a book about them
because I wanted to share some of
the amazing cases I’ve collected, and
also explore what we can learn from
the cases and apply to our own paths
of development.
In psychology, there is a concept
called ‘post-traumatic growth,’ which
describes how trauma can have
long-term positive effects. In the
long run, it can lead to an enhanced
sense of appreciation and meaning, more authentic relationships, a
wider sense of perspective, and so
on. Extraordinary awakenings are an
extreme and dramatic kind of posttraumatic growth. The awakenings
often happen instantaneously, in a
single moment of transformation.
People shift into a much more intense
and expansive awareness. They feel
a sense of wellbeing, and the world
seems more real and beautiful. They
feel more connected to other people,
and to nature. It really is as if they’ve
woken up, as if a veil has fallen away
and they’re living in a much fuller and
more intense way.
Awakening in Prison
One example is a British man
named Adrian who was in prison in
Eritrea for six months, after weapons
were found on the ship he was captaining. Adrian and his shipmates
were locked up in the same small
room twenty-three hours a day, in

complete isolation from the outside
world. The room was so small that
there was no space for them to walk
or exercise. They were accused of
espionage and had no idea how long
they would be kept in prison.
Their captors allowed them
to keep a few personal items, and
Adrian had a small statuette of the
Buddha that he had picked up on his
travels in Asia. During the endless
hours of incarceration, the statuette
became his focus. Although he had
never meditated or followed any kind
of spiritual practice before, he developed a spontaneous meditation practice, silently focusing his attention on
the statuette for long periods. He also
began to reflect on his life and to let
go of the past and any sense of failure or disappointment. Whereas his
cell mates were in a state of turmoil,
Adrian accepted his predicament and
his own responsibility for it. Over
the next few weeks, as his meditation continued, Adrian began to feel
more at peace, until he experienced
a sudden shift:
It was like the flick of a switch. It happened in an instant, on March 21,
2011. My mind and body entered a state
of euphoric stillness. It was if I was floating out of my body. It was otherworldly,
like walking into a different dimension.
It was a complete feeling of release and
acceptance, of everything and anything
that was going to happen. It was a release of blame, of anxiety, of anger and
ego…For three days I was in a state of
what can best be described as grace. After
that, the feeling eased, but it remained
inside me.
Seven weeks later, Adrian and
his crew were released and returned
to England. With his expanded and
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intensified awareness, he felt like he
was looking at the world with new
eyes. As he told me, “There was a
huge sense of well-being...I was in a
hotel in London, and the city seemed
magical…Walking in nature was
amazing. I was hypnotized by flowers,

67

EVOLVE!
trees, leaves. They looked beautiful
and surreal and filled me with warm
love.”
Without a background in spirituality, Adrian wasn’t sure what
had happened to him. Like many
“shifters” – as I call people who have
undergone this remarkable shift – his
new sense of wellbeing was overlaid
with confusion. He even wondered if
he gone mad and read through psychiatry books to try to diagnose his
condition. But several months after
his transformation, he read a book
about spirituality and recognized that
he had undergone a spiritual awakening.

It was like the flick of a switch.
It happened in an instant, on
March 21, 2011. My mind
and body entered a state of euphoric stillness. It was if I was
floating out of my body. It was
otherworldly, like walking into
a different dimension. It was
a complete feeling of release
and acceptance, of everything
and anything that was going to
happen.
Awakening and Addiction
In my research, I have also found
many cases of extraordinary awakenings occurring after long periods of
severe addiction. One is a Scottish
woman called Eve, who was a severe
alcoholic for 29 years. By the end,
she was homeless and, in her words,
“a wreck, an empty shell. I’d walk a
few steps and then have to stop and
sit down or lie down… I had nothing to live for, nothing to give, and I
thought, ‘I can’t do this anymore. I
don’t have the strength. Even when
I do have a drink it doesn’t last more
than an hour before the paranoia and
hallucinations start.’”
Eve decided to try to kill herself.
She walked in front of a bus travelling
at 40 miles an hour, but the driver
swerved and missed her. When the
police were called, Eve assumed
they were going to arrest her. But the
policeman wanted to help and asked,
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“What are you doing to yourself?
What are you doing to your life? Is
there somebody we can get in touch
with?” The policeman took her to her
parents’ house, which is where Eve’s
extraordinary awakening occurred.
Her mother assumed she had to give
her a drink, to ease her withdrawal
symptoms, and gave her a glass of
wine. But Eve couldn’t drink it. As
Eve told me, “I picked up the glass,
lifted it, then put it down. I kept
picking it up and putting it down. It
wasn’t me that was putting it down.
It was such a strange phenomenon.
“The doctor knocked me out for a
few days, and when I came to, I didn’t
want to drink… For as long as I can
remember, I thought about drinking
every single second of every day. It
was all about the next drink. But now
it had just gone…Mum sat me down
in front of a mirror, and said, ‘Look
at yourself, you’re an alcoholic.’ I
looked at myself, and it was one of
the most surreal experiences I’ve
ever had. I had no idea who I was.
I didn’t connect with my reflection.
It could have been a completely different person. I felt like a completely
different person.”
Like Adrian, Eve was slightly confused by her transformation at first,
but soon it settled down, and she
began to feel liberated and elated,
with a heightened awareness and an
intense sense of connection to the
world. She has never felt the urge to
drink again. When she first went to
AA meetings, people would tell her
that she was on a “pink cloud” and it
would only last for a short time But
it became a permanent state. As she
told me, “I don’t worry about anything. I have a sense of inner trust.
My whole psyche changed completely. I have no trauma, in spite of all the
terrible things I went through. It was
like being catapulted from one world
into the next. Something — a higher
power, the universe, God, whatever
it is —took this obsession away from
me and made me sober for a reason.
Awakening through Bereavement
The most common type of severe
trauma that humans experience is
bereavement. When we go through
bereavement, everything changes.
It’s like an earthquake, disrupting

our whole lives. Everything which
seem secure and stable is thrown
into disarray. And when the ground
settles again, the world seems like a
completely different place. Because
of this, bereavement is a major trigger
of extraordinary awakenings.
This is particularly the case
when a person’s death is tragic and
unexpected. For example, I spoke to
an American woman called LeeAnn
who had an extraordinary awakening
after a close friend was murdered. A
few weeks after her friend’s death, she
had an ecstatic experience in which
“the room filled with this golden light.
There was a sense of peace that was
overwhelming. I didn’t even know
anything so peaceful and beautiful
could exist.” LeeAnn had a life review
experience in which “I was taken on
the journey of my whole life in milliseconds.” Then she saw her deceased
friend in human form, and told her,
“You keep asking for me to come
back. Don’t ask that — this is where
I’m supposed to be.”
After this experience, LeeAnn
felt permanently changed in the same
way as Adrian and Eve. As she told
me, “I have a sense of peace that’s
telling me there’s a bigger purpose,
a bigger mission, and we’re all part
of the same mission…I feel a tremendous amount of love and a tremendous amount of support. I have
a tremendous amount of gratitude.”
Explaining Extraordinary
Awakenings
Extraordinary awakenings seem
miraculous and mysterious. Nevertheless, I believe that they can be explained to a degree. They occur when
the psychological attachments that
support our normal sense of identity
break down. By psychological attachments, I mean things like roles, ambitions, hopes, beliefs, achievements,
status, possessions, and even other
people. These attachments are the
building blocks of the ego. They make
us feel that we are someone. But in
times of intense suffering, these attachments dissolve away, and we lose
our sense of identity. The ego breaks
down, like a house when enough
bricks are taken away. This is usually
a devastating experience, but it can
also be a liberating one.
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In some people, there seems
to be a latent higher self waiting to
be born. And when the normal ego
breaks down, this higher self emerges
and establishes itself as the person’s
new identity. Many people who undergo extraordinary awakenings describe feeling as if they are different
people inhabiting the same body, and
in a sense this is literally true. That’s
why addicts become free of their addictions, why shifters who have been
through intense suffering become
free of traumatic after-effects, and
also why shifters sometimes become
free of psychosomatic illnesses that
have plagued them for years. The
identity which carried the addiction,
the trauma or the illnesses simply no
longer exists.
I found that acceptance was
an extremely important aspect of
extraordinary awakenings. Many
people undergo transformation when
they shift into a mode of acceptance.
Rather than struggling against their
predicament (or refusing to acknowledge it), they let go, or surrender.

This attitude of acceptance is the
final trigger that allows their latent
higher self to emerge and take over
their identity.
I hope readers of my book will
become aware of the massive potential and the deep resilience inside all
of us, which we are usually unaware
of until we face challenges and crises. All of us are much stronger and
deeper than we realize. I also hope
that people will become less afraid of
challenges and crises, which offer us
an opportunity for growth. There is
a positive side to all seemingly negative events in our lives. The important
thing is to respond to challenges and
crises in the right way, in order to harness their transformational potential.
This means acknowledging the reality
of our predicaments and facing them
with an attitude of acceptance. We
may well find that, rather than breaking us down, challenges and crises
can wake us up. They can shift us into
a higher state of being, in which we
live to our fullest potential.
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