
[image: ]



[image: ]





[image: ]





Wonder and Joy for the Wired and Tired

Copyright  2025 by Pam Stephens Lehenbauer.

All Rights Reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, in any form or by any meanselectronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwisewithout prior written permission from the publisher, except for the inclusion of brief quotations in a review.

For information about this title, contact the publisher:

Bear Paw Press

Print ISBN: 979-8-9925268-0-6

eBook ISBN: 979-8-9925268-1-3

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Lehenbauer, Pam Stephens, author.

Title: Wonder and joy for the wired and tired : [a guide to finding inspiration and well-being in a wonder-filled world] / Dr. Pam Stephens Lehenbauer.

Description: [Union, Kentucky] : Bear Paw Press, [2025] | Includes bibliographical references.

Identifiers: ISBN: 9798992526806 (print) | 9798992526813 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Wonder. | Well-being. | Mental health. | Happiness. | Mindfulness (Psychology) | Burn out (Psychology) | Stress management. | LCGFT: Self-help publications. | BISAC: HEALTH & FITNESS / Mental Health. | BODY, MIND & SPIRIT / Nature Therapy. | SELF-HELP / Self-Management / Stress Management.

Classification: LCC: BF575.A9 L43 2025 | DDC: 158.1--dc23

Printed in the United States of America

Note to readers: This book is intended as a light-hearted informational guide only and is not a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. The author does not provide medical guidance or prescribe treatments. Readers should consult a qualified healthcare professional before making health-related decisions. The author and publisher assume no responsibility for any outcomes resulting from the use of this material.





DEDICATION

[image: ]

To my wonderful husband, Marty. Your love, calm demeanor, practical wisdom, deep faith, and unwavering support, never falter. You are my rock  and the love of my life.

To Nicholas and Halley. Thank you for your support and for bringing love, laughter, and joy into my world. 

I am truly blessed. I will love you all forever.
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PREFACE
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The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes but in having new eyes.

Marcel Proust

America is caught in a chronic cycle of stress and fatigue. The COVID pandemic, global conflicts, social upheaval, and the polarizing 2024 election have left our psyches in tatters. Add to this the ever-expanding Interneta behemoth that has become so intrusive, so suffocating, that virtually no part of our lives remains out of its reach. Without our consent, our electronic devices bombard us with an endless stream of hateful speech, violent acts, useless gossip, lies presented as truths, and yellow journalism masquerading as news. We are continually catapulted into states of hyperarousal followed by vacuous collapses of our physical and emotional reserves. We are wired and tired.

I came to this revelation a few years ago when working at an outpatient clinic. While some patients came in for the usual ailments like high blood pressure or a lingering cough, many were also experiencing anxiety, aggression, depression, sleep challenges, or stress disorders. After a particularly long day, I poured a warm tea, put my feet up, and pondered the motto on my cup: I Garden so I Dont Punch People in the Throat. Pithy yet profound wisdom from a $15 Amazon mug.

As a clinician, epidemiologist, and researcher who studies happiness, joy, and well-being, I had already grown concerned about the status of mental health in our nation and disenchanted with the modern wellness movement. In the 1980s, the practice of health care shifted away from the traditional model of disease treatment toward one of wellness and health promotion. This shift was intended to improve mental health, prevent chronic diseases, and encourage individual autonomy for personal health and well-being. It was supposed to herald a golden age for humanity.

Yet, 40 years later, chronic diseases like hypertension, obesity, and heart disease; mental health challenges such as anxiety, depression, suicide, and substance abuse; and domestic and gun violence have entrenched themselves in our society. Humanity has always faced periods of stress due to wars, economic collapse, natural disasters, and socio-political chaos. So why isnt the current wellness modelwith all its hope and hypedoing a better job of supporting our individual and collective health?

To find out, I conducted an international research project on joy and well-being. Because the topic and findings generated so much interest, I have been invited as a keynote speaker at national and international peer-reviewed conferences and guest lecturer at universities and organizations. As both an academic and a teacher, Im a big fan of translational knowledgebreaking down complex, theoretical research into practical information useful in everyday life. In that spirit, I offer a brief overview of why we are tensed up and burned out then share how we can break free of that mindset by embracing a life full of wonder, joy, and well-being. My sincere hope is that this book will inspire you. If it can convince even a few overwhelmed and weary souls to see with fresh eyes the many miraculous, everyday wonders and joys our world can offer, I will consider it a success.





INTRODUCTION
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Life is not measured by the number of breaths we take, but by the moments that take our breath away.

Maya Angelou

Before we can understand the importance of wonder and joy in our lives, we must first discuss wellness and well-being. The terms are often used interchangeably, but they are not synonymous.

Wellness is the process an individual undertakes to achieve well-being. Well-being is an individuals perception of the cumulative statuses of their current physical, emotional, and spiritual health at any given moment.

Why is this distinction important? Because despite wellness models best efforts to support holistic health, they have failed to adequately consider and address the overarching impacts of the social determinants of health. What are the social determinants of health? These are the factors that impact our health and well-being that are often beyond our control. Examples of these include the economy, social policies and biases, climate change, access to affordable health care, personal safety, the ability to secure food, reliable housing, and employment opportunities. Through its Commission on Social Determinants of Health and its publication, Macroeconomics and Health Framework for Health Equity, The World Health Organization suggests that social determinants can account for up to 55% of the health outcomes of an individual. Thats a lot. How effective do you think any traditional wellness model is to a farmer or rancher struggling to support the well-being of their family when their fields are barren, the economy is in a recession, and they cant afford health insurance? We all know how important preventative health care and regular exercise are to our health. But a Pilates class, a personal trainer, and a comprehensive wellness exam are probably not the first priorities of a single parent working two or more jobs and struggling to scrape together enough money for food, rent, and shoes for their kids.

In the corporate world, while the wellness archetype is often codified into organizational business models, little consideration is usually given to the external variables that impact employee well-being. In her article in the Harvard Business Review, Charlotte Lieberman discusses what workplace wellness programs do and dont do for employees. Her conclusion is that despite their best efforts, most organizations remain in the dark as to how best to support workers emotional well-being. Companies may offer enticing mind/body approaches to their wellness programs, but their primary intent is to enhance business outcomes through increased workplace productivity, not the personal health and well-being of its workers. Perhaps in place of offering onsite massages, flashy corporate wellness retreats, and discounts to gym memberships, money would be better spent by adopting more flexible work-week policies, civil workplace environments, and equitable wages.

While traditional wellness models have positively impacted the health outcomes of millions of people by promoting healthy lifestyles and guidelines for healthy eating, physical activity, and work-life balance, they still inadequately address the broader dimensions of what constitutes a well-lived, wholehearted life. Also, the global success of the wellness movement has ushered in the second reason the wellness model has underperformed: much of its original message has lost its way.

The early beneficent ethos of wellness has now been co-opted by the happiness = wellness machinea multi-trillion-dollar corporate colossus that promises to improve our mood, get us fit, keep us happy, take away our pain, relieve our depression, help us sleep, give us better orgasms, help us lose weight, grow thicker hair, develop bigger breasts, sustain longer erections, remove wrinkles, regain our youth, make us beautiful, cure our diseases, and allow us to live longer. And they want us to buy medications and diet supplements from unknown and possibly dangerous or illegal sources, webinar and therapy sessions from certified individuals, expensive wellness retreats, wellness tourism packages, wellness real estate, and anything and everything with organic written on it. Under the wellness umbrella, people are paying serious money for penis facials, vaginal steaming, perineum sunning, crystal yoni eggs, and drinks containing wolf colostrum.

I fully support multidisciplinary approaches to health and well-being, and I truly want to encourage people to live a joyful life. However, many in the wellness trade live by the mantra, Come to me, I can make you happy, I can fix your life, a false panacea that has traditionally targeted womens vulnerabilities. Unfortunately, the industry is also now targeting mens vulnerabilities as well.

Using savvy messaging and smart technology, corporations first fueled our insecurities with impossible-to-attain images of what happiness, health, youth, beauty, and success should look like, then created wellness products and services to exploit and profit from them. For many, the happiness = wellness craze has become a new religion that demands a never-ending supply of time and money. Perhaps the time has come to take a step back and ask some difficult but important questions:


	Is the current happiness = wellness machine truly supporting our well-being?

	Is it inspiring us to embrace the many wonders of the extraordinary world around us?

	Is it encouraging us to live joyful and wholehearted lives?



In America the Anxious, Ruth Whippman, an American transplant from Britain, humorously and brilliantly writes about Americas preoccupation with the need to be happy and her ownoften ill-fatedhappiness pilgrimage. Whippman adeptly dismantles many of the absurdities surrounding the happiness and wellness movement and suggests the never-ending quest to be happy and healthy is driving people crazy.

It is also making us sick.

Much has been written on how toxic negativitya mindset characterized by overly negative thoughts and behaviorscan lead to feelings of helplessness, victimhood, and hopelessness. However, toxic positivitythe overly positive underpinnings of the wellness movementresults in guilt, anxiety, and shame when we feel unable to meet others expectations and invalidates our need to express the full spectrum of authentic human emotion. The prime directive of the happiness = wellness movement is goal attainment. What happens to peoples psyches if they cant reach their goals? When is enough enough?

In her book, Natural Causes: An Epidemic of Wellness, the Certainty of Dying, and Killing Ourselves to Live Longer, Barbara Ehrenreich states that our obsessive commitment to augment our minds and bodies is exhausting us and threatening our physical and emotional health. It is difficult to sit back, relax, and savor our accomplishments and lifes treasures when the expectation is to always move on to the next goal. Our blind allegiance to the current adrenaline-fueled wellness and happiness model has not only created a wellness paradox, but it has also pushed us to the edge of a health precipice. The time has come to jump off the happiness = wellness hamster wheel and instead embrace a commonsense approach to well-being.

Viewing health through the lens of well-being offers a more expansive perspective. It encompasses the parameters of the wellness model, considers the social determinants of health, and the emotional, social, and spiritual components that impact life satisfaction as well. It is also where the science behind wonder, joy, and human interaction with nature enters the picture.

In my study on joy and well-being and from decades of interviews with patients, a few themes resurfaced over and over: joy, interacting with nature, the emotion of wonder, and well-being are statistically co-dependent. Individuals who scored highest for well-being interacted with nature often (at least three times a week), sought out and appreciated wonder-filled moments and events in life, prioritized joyful living, and embraced human relationships, relationships with nature and other living things, and a relationship with something biggera phrase used in reference to God or a spiritual force (for those who identified as theists) or awe in the science behind the unknown (for those who did not). What is also important is that these findings remained consistent across the international demographics of physical health, employment status, age, gender, nationality, and racethough levels of joy, wonder, and well-being were slightly lower in those respondents who made less than $25,000 per year.

There is no doubt that technological advances have vastly improved our lives, but the age of information and technology has also created challenges. It is now often the norm to spend most of our day at the desk of a computer. We write memos and emails, conduct Zoom meetings and buy clothes and ready-to-serve meals online, all without face-to-face human interaction, or even the need to leave home. In his two hallmark books, Last Child in the Woods and The Nature Principle, author Richard Louv discusses how the virtual age has contributed to the rising incidences of obesity, attention disorders, anxiety, and depression. He suggests society is now at risk for developing nature-deficit disordershealth disorders that develop due to our diminishing relationship with nature. In her book, the Power of Wonder, Monica C. Parker concurs and reminds us that before the rise of industry and technology, nature was not seen as alternative medicine. Rather, it was the logical place to heal, seek solace, experience wonder, and escape the hustle and bustle of busy urban life.

They make salient points.

In 1984, Harvard biologist E. O. Wilson posited that we humans have an innate need, hardwired into our DNA, to connect with other life forms. Our distant ancestors learned early on that forming relationships with other humans and with their natural environment was tantamount to survival in a harsh world. In The Biophilia Hypothesis, Wilson discusses the concept of biophiliathe love of natureand the symbiotic and existential bonds that exist between humans and the natural world. Wilson states these bonds still exist and must be nurtured and fortified beyond simple esthetics to ensure human and planetary survival.

Scientific studies continue to demonstrate the positive impacts nature has on our physical health. But nature has a profound impact on our brains chemistry as well. Exposure to natural light and the sights, sounds, and smells of nature increase or decrease the actions of serotonin, dopamine, GABA, norepinephrine, and cortisol, neurotransmitters that control mood regulation, anxiety, pain relief, cognitive function, and even euphoria. But what may not be as well known is that nature is also a powerful stimulant for inducing the emotion of wonder.

Ah, wonder: Its an emotion we all have experienced but dont often consider. It is similar to surprise or awe, but it is never threatening. It is a feeling of amazement or admiration often triggered by something overwhelmingly beautiful, rare, unexpected, or profound. Its that wow or ahh moment we experienced as children when we saw our first firefly, the flight of a butterfly, or fireworks on the Fourth of July.

It was easier to experience wonder when we were kids. Thats because our developing brains had more synaptic connections than they do now in adulthood, and our survival was dependent on learning about the world around us. Social conditioning played a part as well. As teenagers, we became too preoccupied or too cool to notice the wonders of the world around us. As adults, were too stressed or too busy to care. Fortunately, the neural pathways that process the emotion of wonder are still with us, snoozing away in areas of our brain called the default-mode network (DMN)brain regions still associated with survival but also responsible for self-focus, self-reflection, and worldview.

In his book, Awe: The New Science of Everyday Wonder and How It Can Transform Your Life, author Dacher Keltner states that if DMN activity is too stimulated, as is often the case in our frenetic world, it results in negative body image, low mood, self-obsession, and social challenges. But dampening the DMN, which occurs when we experience the emotion of wonder, shifts the focus away from the narcissistic self toward prosocial behavior and moral beautybehaviors that benefit others and society and demonstrate self-sacrifice or support for the greater good, such as showing empathy, helping those in need, or caring for animals and the environment. The DMN also has a powerful feedback relationship with the vagus nerve, one of the primary nerves of the parasympathetic nervous system, which supports joy, stress reduction, and relaxation.

We may have had more synaptic connections as children, but thanks to the process of neuroplasticitythe brains ability to form new neural connections in response to learning, new experiences, or injurywe can reawaken those sleeping DMN pathways and enhance our ability to experience wonder.

How can we do this?

In several ways, and thankfully, most wont cost you a thing:


	Connect With Nature  Take a walk in a green space and observe the world around you.

	Embrace Curiosity  Ask questions and explore diverse topics.

	Seek Novel Experiences  Travel, explore new cultures, and try something new.

	Nurture Your Creativity  Engage in artistic pursuits and visit museums and galleries.

	Nourish Your Spirituality and Beliefs  Connect with something bigger.

	Stay Open-Minded  Welcome uncertainty and challenge assumptions.

	Commit to Lifelong Learning  Take classes, take up hobbies, seek knowledge from others.

	Make Time to Laugh and Play  Reawaken your inner child and have fun.

	Celebrate Big and Small Joys  Acknowledge achievements and infuse joy into daily life.

	View Life as a Journey  Embrace a world view of wonder.



As a clinician, I have found that most people already know how to correct the challenges in their lives. What they need is an objective voice to allay their fears and affirm the wisdom of their inner voice. I hope this book will be your objective voice of support and affirmation.

Changing the direction of a ship sailing in turbulent waters can be difficult, especially if so many other boats are sailing in the same direction. But it can be done. Im a big believer in the KISS (Keep It Simple, Stupid) principle and common sense. Making changes in your life should start with baby steps. You dont have to be a master gardener or have a green thumb to appreciate the beauty of a summer garden. Love the smell of fresh rain or cut grass? There is some very cool science behind those beautiful smells. The next time you walk out your back door, pause and consider that all around you there are billions of life forms, trying to survive, trying to live their best life, just as you are.

And who doesnt love the sound of childrens laughter? The beauty of a sunrise or sunset? The unconditional love from our pet? The feeling of holding our baby for the first time, or perhaps the power in holding the hand of a loved one for the last time?

This book cannot cure the societal inequities that impact our well-being, but it can offer a
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