
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Advance Praise for Jolt

			 

			“We hear every day of post-traumatic stress disorder. But in Jolt, Mark Miller explores something more extraordinary. With rich testimony from people who were able to survive and transform their worst experiences, he explores the possibility of post-traumatic growth. It is a thoughtful and rich dive into our human potential.”

			—Ellen Goodman, Pulitzer Prize-winning columnist, author, and founder of The Conversation Project.

			 

			“From the hands of a gifted writer, Jolt seamlessly weaves research with the moving experiences of real people who have been forced to confront their own personal tragedies—real people who have emerged from that struggle with the transformation of post-traumatic growth.”

			—Lawrence G. Calhoun, Professor Emeritus, UNC Charlotte, co-author of Post-Traumatic Growth in Clinical Practice

			 

			“Everyone knows that “bad things happen to good people.” Then what? Jolt shows us how to grow through life’s inevitable triggers and unlock the power of purpose.”

			—Richard Leider, international bestselling author of The Power of Purpose, Repacking Your Bags and Life Reimagined

			 

			“Perhaps the most elevating of all human capacities is the ability to draw from one’s own pain and tragedy the motivation and energy to reduce the suffering of others. Jolt is full of illuminating and inspiring stories of this remarkable human alchemy.”

			—David Bornstein, author How to Change the World

			 

			“Jolt is a powerful read—I had to put the book down several times to absorb the powerful stories of trauma and resilience Mark Miller tells with nuance and insight. The combination of compelling storytelling and the judicious use of scholarly research brings alive the critical questions so many of us struggle with. What is my purpose and how can I make a difference? What is my legacy and how can I live a better life? Jolt will help you navigate your own journey.”

			—Chris Farrell, author of Unretirement and The New Frugality, senior economics contributor, Marketplace

			 

			“Until I finished reading this marvelous book, I failed to comprehend how some people find strength and motivation in the very darkest of times. Is some psychological phenomenon triggered? Is there a spiritual rebirth involved? Is our true destiny revealed? Through his deep, remarkable research and masterful storytelling, Mark Miller provides solid, no-nonsense answers and points the way for all of us to discover our deepest personal potentials when life seemingly falls apart.”

			—Mark S. Walton, Chairman, Center for Leadership Communication and former CNN Senior Correspondent

			 

			“For anyone who finds their world suddenly turned upside down and inside out, Mark Miller, a renowned journalist, offers a powerful handbook to getting back on your feet. Mark’s compassionate, clear narratives 
reflect his deep research into the topic of trauma and transformation and his passion for telling people’s stories from the heart. Read this book to glean invaluable lessons of how others have marshalled strength from adversity and how you, too, can find your way to the other side of pain. The experiences of those profiled in this book cling to you and shine a light on tools you can use to chart a positive path forward after a life-changing jolt.”

			—Kerry Hannon, national bestselling author, career expert and strategist

			 

			“Miller’s Jolt introduces us to ordinary people who are surviving and thriving—resilient—despite experiences of shocking trauma and pain. It’s a hopeful read, providing compelling evidence that all of us can find strength, meaning, and purpose, even in the wake of devastating loss.”

			—Paul Irving, Chairman, Center for the Future of Aging at the Milken Institute and Distinguished Scholar in Residence at the University of Southern California Davis School of Gerontology

			 

			“In Jolt, Mark Miller describes inspiring stories from a wide cross-section of individuals who have undergone “post-traumatic growth” following a catastrophic or horrendous life event impacting them or members of their family. While to many these stories would seem the exception, they ring true to me albeit on a less grand scale. As a physician who spent decades caring for children (and families) facing catastrophic illness (e.g., childhood cancer, AIDS) I was always deeply impressed by how many individuals, including children, improved their own life course, or that of others, because of an unexpected and unwanted life trauma that turned their worlds upside down. Following the death of a daughter to cancer I watched her parents create a camp for children with cancer that has just celebrated its 25th anniversary. I watched one of the first attendees of that camp, then a teenager with a muscle cancer, become a physician-scientist who has dedicated his life to finding ways to detect cancer early—when it could be treated more successfully. I watched numerous children with AIDS, benefiting from the early days of discovery and treatment, become advocates for others and who are still serving as role models decades later. Miller describes some of the factors that may contribute to the resilience in these individuals including optimism balanced against reality, facing fear, spirituality, social and family support, and acceptance among others. I would add to this a willingness to forgive, whether it be offending individuals, events, or illnesses. As inspiring as these individuals are, one would hope that what is learned from Jolt might offer insights to help foster resilience in the large number of individuals who collapse or despair when impacted by loss or catastrophe. There are too many such individuals in our community today, and their stories also need to be a source of focus and support.”

			—Philip Pizzo, M.D., Founding Director, Stanford Distinguished Careers Institute

			 

			“Mark Miller says the people featured in Jolt are “blessed by an enhanced sense of clarity” and so is his fascinating book. You’ll be inspired by the survivors’ rebirths and come away empowered to make positive change in your own life.”

			—Richard Eisenberg, Managing Editor, Nextavenue.org
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			FOREWORD

			We’ve become quite familiar with the common glossy-magazine stories of ex-presidents and ex-CEOs who go from positions of power to new glory, skipping happily from success to significance. 

			You know the ones: Bill Gates leaves Microsoft to dedicate his time and resources to fighting poverty and disease worldwide. Elizabeth Warren trades a tenured professorship at Harvard Law School to become a champion for the little guy in the U.S. Senate. Jimmy Carter leaves the White House to broker peace and advance human rights worldwide, while still finding time to teach Sunday school in Atlanta.

			But for the rest of us, the story isn’t typically one of success to significance. More often than not, our stories proceed from setback to significance. 

			Mark Miller sees that. A long-time journalist and keen observer, Miller finds his passion in telling stories grounded in everyday life, stories of resilience and redemption, grit and gratitude. 

			In these pages, Miller introduces us to people who have suffered losses—the death of a loved one, a cancer diagnosis, a layoff, or divorce. He tells their stories with compassion and grace, taking us through pain to insight and, for many, a calling that produces their most significant and meaningful work. 

			Americans like to believe that change happens smoothly, without ever breaking a sweat, that we can reinvent ourselves armed only with optimism and an idea. And, sure, that happens from time to time.

			But as I’ve traveled the country these many years, I’ve found much more of what Miller describes—people hit by jolts of all kinds, transforming their pain into service to others. People like Liz and Steve Alderman, whose 25-year-old son was killed on 9/11. To honor his life, they dedicated theirs to bringing mental health treatment to more than 100,000 trauma victims across the globe.

			The Aldermans—whom you’ll meet in this book—won a Purpose Prize from Encore.org for their extraordinary work. And many other Purpose Prize winners I’ve come to know followed the same “jolt” trajectory, from trauma to time out to transformation. 

			If you’re coping with tough times now, wondering what to do with so many lemons, you’ve come to the right place. Miller understands that people who have faced jolts have something essential to teach all of us—about what matters most in life, about values and choices, about strength and lemonade. 

			So instead of waiting to learn from the next jolt in your life (it will come in due time), read this book to be armed with the wisdom of others who have turned trying situations into sources of growth and greater purpose. 

			Read this book and be reminded that longer lives bring second chances. You have time to learn life’s lessons, face some ups and downs, and redirect in a way that can bring greater contribution and meaning to us all.

			Go ahead, turn the page.

			 

			Marc Freedman is founder and CEO of Encore.org and the author, most recently, of The Big Shift: Navigating the New Stage Beyond Midlife.

		

	
		
			
			The Summer Day

			 

			Who made the world?
Who made the swan, and the black bear?
Who made the grasshopper?
This grasshopper, I mean—
the one who has flung herself out of the grass,
the one who is eating sugar out of my hand,
who is moving her jaws back and forth instead of up and down-
who is gazing around with her enormous and complicated eyes.
Now she lifts her pale forearms and thoroughly washes her face.
Now she snaps her wings open, and floats away.
I don’t know exactly what a prayer is.
I do know how to pay attention, how to fall down
into the grass, how to kneel down in the grass,
how to be idle and blessed, how to stroll through the fields,
which is what I have been doing all day.
Tell me, what else should I have done?
Doesn’t everything die at last, and too soon?
Tell me, what is it you plan to do
with your one wild and precious life?

			—Mary Oliver

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			JOLT: FROM TRAUMA TO TRANSFORMATION

			Lucia McBath strides onto a darkened stage as huge video screens flicker behind her. The lights in Philadelphia’s cavernous Wells Fargo Arena come up, and 19,000 cheering delegates to the 2016 Democratic National Convention rise to their feet. A chant begins: “Black lives matter.  Black lives matter.” Lucia and eight other mothers who have endured the death of children killed in clashes with law enforcement officers or from gun violence look out at the convention hall full of waving placards, cheering, and tears. The television audience is 24 million.

			The convention delegates have just watched a video telling the story of a private meeting Hillary Clinton held with these mothers, and it ended with a swelling, emotional gospel lyric: “We are walking to the same place…We are walking to the pearly gates.” Geneva Reed-Veal quieted down the hall and spoke about her daughter, Sandra Bland, who died in a jail cell after a traffic stop led to her arrest. Now it is Lucia’s turn.

			“You don’t stop being a mom when your child dies,” Lucia tells the convention when she gets up to speak. “You don’t stop being a parent. I am still Jordan Davis’s mother. His life ended the day he was shot and killed for playing loud music, but my job as his mother didn’t. I still wake up every day thinking about how to parent him, how to protect him and his legacy, how to ensure his death doesn’t overshadow his life.”

			Four years earlier, Lucia—who goes by Lucy—was a flight attendant for Delta Airlines; she had spent most of her adult life focused on being a mom, and on her work. Everything changed for her on the Friday after Thanksgiving in 2012, when her 17-year-old son, Jordan, and three other teenagers went to spend the afternoon at a mall in Jacksonville, Florida. Jordan did some shopping and stopped at a gas station to buy cigarettes before heading home to play video games. They were four African-American male teenagers in a red SUV with the sound system cranked up high; the rap music was so loud, it could be heard around the parking lot. That’s what Michael David Dunn saw and heard when he pulled his sedan into the spot alongside the parked SUV. Dunn cracked open his window and told the kids to turn the music down. Jordan was in the back seat, and one of his buddies up front turned down the sound. But Jordan wasn’t in the mood to accommodate. He reached into the front to jack up the sound again—and a shouting match between him and Dunn ensued. When the dispute escalated, Dunn pulled a 9mm semi-automatic weapon from his glove compartment and fired 10 shots into the SUV, killing Jordan.

			Now Lucy looks out at an arena full of convention attendees. She is a natural public speaker these days and doesn’t usually get nervous in front of a crowd. But the convention is something different—getting up in front of a huge audience in the arena and looking into the television cameras. She manages to pull herself together. “My whole mentality going out on stage was, I’m on a mission to save as many people as I can, and this is the opportunity to sell that to the world,” she remembered later. Lucy and the other mothers received several standing ovations. “What I saw was love,” she said. “We were being loved.”

			The women have banded together as a group called the Mothers of the Movement, and they often say that they are members of a club no one wants to join. They have suffered the worst pain any parent can imagine: the loss of a child. Trauma of some kind strikes us all sooner or later—it is universal, an unavoidable part of human experience. The loss of a loved one. A physical illness that threatens life or capacity. Divorce. Natural disaster. An earthquake. Explosions. Fires. Terror attacks. Trauma damages lives, and it can ruin them. But Lucy McBath is a member of another club too. Its members have suffered traumas that set the stage for positive growth and transformation. For these people, trauma has intensified life in ways that have made it impossible to continue as they were. 

			We all walk around with a self-constructed sense of our world—what has happened to us in the past, expectations for the future, who and what matters to us, and how we hope to spend our time. Traumatic events can blow these self-constructed world views to pieces. They can force people to answer piercing questions about their priorities and values. These internal struggles can inspire profound and lasting personal growth. People may become more compassionate toward the plight of others—they develop a vastly expanded sense of empathy that extends far beyond the usual tight network of concern for family, friends, and one’s immediate community. Often, they pursue missions to help others or to make things right in the world. Some move into new careers and remake their worldview and personalities. Some find that their relationships grow deeper, and they may seek a stronger spiritual dimension in their lives. 

			I first became interested in these transformations through my work as a journalist covering retirement and aging. One of the most important themes in my work doesn’t concern retirement at all, but people who have remade their careers at midlife or later. I’ve interviewed dozens of people who are hell-bent on changing their lives and careers to focus on work with more purpose and meaning. And over the years, I began to notice a pattern: many leap-of-faith transformations begin with unforeseen traumatic life events. I came to think of these high-voltage bolts out of the blue as jolts—painful events that stop people in their tracks and then thrust them toward positive change. 

			In one sense, this is a book about loss. You will meet Lucy McBath and others who have suffered the loss of children and spouses, or their health. Others have survived plane crashes, terror attacks, explosions, and tsunamis. You’ll also meet people who suffered traumas less dramatic or visible from the outside. But they have all not only survived traumatic life jolts; they have been transformed by them, responding with courage, inspiration, and dogged determination. Such jolt survivors often become more self-reliant, more fearless, and bigger risk-takers. 

			Liz and Steve Alderman lost their 25-year-old son, Peter, in the terrorist attack on the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001. They have built a successful global nonprofit organization that builds mental health clinics in post-conflict societies around the world, training indigenous health workers and establishing trauma treatment systems. Their strategy is to improve the quality of life of survivors, to create healthier, peaceful populations, and to push mental health higher on the global health agenda.

			A freak explosion and fire on the job left electrical worker Dave Schury with burns all over his body, and he almost didn’t survive. Incredibly, he was back at work three months later, but the fire had changed him. As he recovered, Dave also began visiting burn victims in the hospital and working at an annual summer camp for child burn victims; later, he started a foundation that raises funds for college scholarships for young people who have suffered burns.

			Marietta Jaeger was on a Montana camping trip in the summer of 1973 with her parents, husband, and their five children when horror struck: her seven-year-old daughter, Susie, was abducted during the night from a tent where she was sleeping with her sisters and brothers. A 15-month ordeal ensued as the family waited to learn Susie’s fate: she had been sexually assaulted and brutally murdered by a serial killer. A self-described suburban mom and “country bumpkin with a high school education,” Marietta has since devoted much of her life to fighting for abolition of the death penalty—a quest that began with what she calls a revelation of faith that led her to forgive the killer.

			As a child, Hanh Meyers had always wanted to be a writer, but her family pushed her into a career in law—and in her early thirties, she was a hard-charging litigator on a fast path to partnership in a law firm. She was married and had given birth to a son, and her life path seemed clear. Then her husband, John, was diagnosed with brain cancer and passed away a year later, leaving Hanh with a one-year-old child to raise. After John’s death, Hanh quit her job and has since been traveling the world with her son. She now feels that she has the courage to seek out the life she envisioned for herself as a child but hadn’t previously found a way to pursue. 

			Andrew Revkin had a stroke that temporarily paralyzed his right hand—quite a wake-up call for a journalist who typed on a keyboard every day, as well as for a musician who relied on his hands to perform. An award-winning journalist and author who has written on science and the environment, Andrew has been writing and performing on guitar, mandolin, and banjo since the 1990s as a side gig to his journalism career, but he’d never pursued his music seriously. After the stroke, the procrastination stopped. Two years later, he released his first album of original songs, and he maintains a busy performance schedule in the New York City area.

			An emotional jolt changed the life of Eva Leivas-Andino. It was the realization that years earlier, she had failed to provide the support that her son Paolo needed growing up as a closeted gay teenager—a failure that had left Paolo close to suicide on several occasions. Coming to grips with what she saw as her failures as a mother, Eva took a hard turn down a new life path far from her upbringing in a conservative Miami family of Cuban immigrants. Today, she helps run a nonprofit organization in Miami that works with teens and families on sexual orientation, gender identity issues, and suicide prevention.

			These are just a few of the people you’ll meet in this book who have not only experienced traumatic events but have emerged stronger for the experience. How is it that some people manage to not only survive jolts but emerge from the experience stronger in many ways? What is it like to undergo such painful, profound change? How do these transformations occur?

			Psychologists have been asking some of the same questions for years. Researchers at the University of North Carolina Charlotte named the phenomenon “post-traumatic growth” in the mid-1990s; since then, post-traumatic growth has emerged as an important field of study for psychologists and social scientists alike. One of those researchers, Lawrence Calhoun, says it is important to understand that post-traumatic growth is more than mere resilience in the face of trauma. The big difference is change. “Resilience is when you get punched, stagger, and then jump right back up,” he says. “Post-traumatic growth is different: When you stand back up, you are transformed.”

			Growth through trauma appeals to a basic human narrative: the idea of growth through suffering. The idea is present in many major world religions. Christians believe that Christ’s suffering redeemed the human race. Buddhism teaches that suffering is inevitable but can be a catalyst for spiritual growth. The narrative of redemption through suffering can also be found in Judaism and Islam. The mythologist Joseph Campbell called it the monomyth, or the hero’s journey—a shared, fundamental story structure in which heroes achieve great good as a result of great suffering: “A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow man.” And narratives about these heroic struggles resonate deeply in American culture—especially when there is a happy ending (think Star Wars!).

			Of course, life is more complicated than a Hollywood movie plot. Jolt survivors have found new ways to live with a sense of balance and purpose—but that doesn’t mean their pain has been vanquished. Most don’t see themselves as heroic. Rather, they have simply moved forward with their lives, one step at a time, because that is the only choice they found available to them.

			“I always thought if I lost a child, I wouldn’t be able to stop screaming,” says Liz Alderman, whose son was killed on 9/11. “But the reality is you can’t keep screaming—your throat closes up; you give yourself a headache. You have two choices—either you kill yourself literally or figuratively, by crawling into bed and never getting out, or you put one foot in front of the other.” Jolt survivors build new lives around the traumatic event, and they move on—they build a new life outside of their pain. “The presence of growth doesn’t lead to a commensurate reduction in stress or suffering,” says Calhoun. “Just because a bereaved parent has more compassion for others or changes careers, it doesn’t mean she doesn’t still miss her child and cry every night. Our best guess is that growth and distress are independent.” 

			Growth is fairly common. Calhoun’s research suggests that 30 to 90 percent of people dealing with trauma report undergoing at least some amount of personal growth as a result of the experience. The numbers are soft, Calhoun says, because much depends on how you define post-traumatic growth. “If someone is still depressed and having symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder, but that person also says, ‘I feel more free to express my emotions; I’m more compassionate; I try harder to get along with my wife’—is that post-traumatic growth? I’d say yes. People can experience it in a variety of ways.” 

			Despite the appealing narrative of triumph over tragedy, as we’ll see later in the book, growth doesn’t occur for everyone who experiences a life-changing shock. In the course of researching this book, I have worried often that stories of growth—no matter how inspiring—can create even more pain for trauma victims who haven’t experienced a growth rebound. I’ve heard this from trauma survivors like Kimina Lyall, an Australian journalist who lived through the 2004 earthquake that set off the tsunami that killed 230,000 people in 14 countries in Southeast Asia. When we spoke in 2015, Kimina’s life had changed dramatically, but she didn’t think of herself as someone who had experienced positive growth. “I admire your line of inquiry and think it’s true, but what scares me is there is a mythology around trauma, and one of them is that you find the inner hero. I fear sometimes for the people who don’t have that experience.”

			Calhoun and other psychologists who are leaders in the field never try to push patients to think in terms of transformational growth unless they are moving that way on their own. “We never want to inadvertently contribute to someone’s burdens,” Calhoun says. Rather, Calhoun and his colleague Richard Tedeschi urge clinicians to view their role in helping trauma victims to recover as one of “expert companionship” that includes openness to the possibilities of growth—without pushing it.

			Who is more or less likely to experience growth following a jolt? Researchers are unsure, although some think women are more likely candidates than men, mostly because women are more open about communicating their experiences and emotions. A meta-review of research on the gender question uncovered evidence supporting a “small to moderate gender difference, with women reporting more post-traumatic growth than men.” Age may be another predictor. The meta-analysis points—with some caution—to the idea that women over age 35 are more likely to report growth following trauma. 

			“One consistent finding for people who do experience post-traumatic growth is a set of circumstances that ‘rock your world,’” Calhoun says. “It causes you to confront questions you hadn’t confronted before, or see that understandings you had of the world no longer apply. People think, ‘This must have happened for some reason—it doesn’t make any damn sense to me, but I need to try to wrestle with it to find some meaning.’”

			*   *   *

			The connection of trauma and the search for meaning has roots in the work of Viktor E. Frankl, the Viennese neurologist and psychiatrist who invented an approach to psychotherapy centered on helping pa-tients discover meaning in their lives. Frankl survived three years in Nazi concentration camps, where most of his family, including his wife, perished. In his seminal 1946 work, Man’s Search for Meaning, Frankl begins with a memoir of the horrors of life in the death camps, and how he learned the importance of having a purpose in life as a means of survival. He later developed logotherapy, derived from the Greek word logos, or “meaning.”

			“We must never forget that we may also find meaning in life even when confronted with a hopeless situation, when facing a fate that cannot be changed,” Frankl wrote. “For what then matters is to bear witness to the uniquely human potential at its best, which is to transform a personal tragedy into a triumph, to turn one’s predicament into a human achievement. When we are no longer able to change a situation—just think of an incurable disease such as inoperable cancer—we are challenged to change ourselves.”

			Frankl doesn’t conclude that suffering is required for the discovery of purpose. “I only insist that meaning is available in spite of—nay even through—suffering, provided…that the suffering is unavoidable. If it is avoidable, the meaningful thing to do is to remove its cause, for unnecessary suffering is masochistic rather than heroic. If, on the other hand, one cannot change a situation that causes his suffering, he can still choose his attitude.”

			The people you will meet in this book have indeed chosen their at-titude, as Frankl puts it. And most say that the new purpose and meaning they have found through suffering are so valuable that they would not trade back the traumas that befell them, even if they could magically turn back the clock. The one exception, of course, is jolt survivors who have lost a child or spouse, but even these people value highly the new, purpose-driven lives they have found.

			For jolt survivors, change begins when their framework for living is demolished by pain and suffering. Yet most regard that destruction as a gift. They have clarity of mind and purpose, and a heightened sense of compassion. Jolt survivors who have experienced the most dramatic transformations find themselves driven by a radically expanded sense of empathy for the plight of others and a powerful urge to help. But what lessons can others learn from their stories? How do these stories of change apply to people in less extraordinary circumstances? 

			What about people experiencing more everyday problems—such as dissatisfaction with work, a job loss, relationship stress, or the ill health of a family member? Those may not be “traumas” large enough to force dramatic change. But “things will happen in your life, and it doesn’t have to be dramatic,” says Hanh Meyers. “No matter what it is, everyone is trying to recover from something—whether it’s a bad childhood, or a bad choice, or the loss of a spouse—everyone is suffering from something. You don’t have to wait for a big traumatic thing to happen—you have a choice to be an active participant in your own life.”
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