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What the Experts Are Saying . . .

“Val Walker’s newest book Healing Through Wonder is a powerful work—urging readers to draw upon their own resilience, particularly a sense of wonder as they cope with loss. Walker reminds us to embrace our own inner strengths as we struggle with grief. This book is a gift to anyone who is bereaved.”—Kenneth J. Doka, PhD, Senior Vice President for Grief Programs, The Hospice Foundation of America, and author of Disenfranchised Grief, Grief Is a Journey, and When We Die


“Val Walker’s profound journey through trauma and spiritual exploration is both heart-wrenching and inspiring. This book beautifully captures the resilience of the human spirit and the transformative power of connection and awe. A must-read for anyone seeking healing and understanding.”—Shari Botwin, LCSW, keynote speaker, media contributor, and author of Thriving After Trauma and Stolen Childhoods


“Healing Through Wonder is a luminous testament to the transformative power of awe. Blending personal vulnerability with compelling research, this book invites readers into a journey where wonder becomes a profound source of healing and hope after trauma and loss.”—Scott T. Allison, PhD, Profressor Emeritus of Psychology, University of Richmond, editor of Heroism Science and The Encyclopedia of Heroism Studies, and author of Reel Heroes, Heroic Humanity, and Handbook of Heroism



“Walker’s personal experience with trauma is both moving and beautifully written. Her study of awe as a source of healing for herself and others will bring hope, help, and pave a better future for many.”—Kelsey Crowe, PhD, co-author of There Is No Good Card for This and founder of Empathy Bootcamp

“In the midst of illness, trauma, and loss, it is easy to feel alone and stuck in darkness. By providing a platform for the sharing of awe-inspiring moments, the Healing Through Wonder project propels us toward health by reminding us to step outside of ourselves and to celebrate our collective humanity and the wonder of the world.”—Annie Brewster, MD, Executive Director and founder of The Health Story Collaborative, Associate Professor at Harvard Medical School, and author of The Healing Power of Storytelling


“Healing Through Wonder honors the truth that grief is not something to fix, but something to live within—and that awe and wonder can create space for healing without forcing it. Val Walker captures how openness and connection can gently accompany the grieving process, especially through the voices of those who have lived it.”—Glen Lord, CEO of Peer Support Community Partners, Massachusetts

“Val Walker is gracious enough to open up about her own experiences and show us that the space that exists between trauma and self-compassion has the potential to make us feel comfortable in who we are and how far we have come.”—Lindsay Weisner, PsyD, co-author of Ten Steps to Finding Happy and author of Psychology Today blog “The Venn Diagram Life”

“In a world that often demands neat answers and swift resolutions, Healing Through Wonder offers something profoundly different: a compassionate embrace of mystery, awe, and the slow unfolding of healing. Val Walker’s exquisite blend of personal memoir, neuroscience, and community stories honors trauma and grief not as brokenness to be ‘fixed’ but as wounds that call for gentle reverence and presence. This book reminds us that the path to wholeness needs courage but also moments of breathless wonder—moments that open us to life’s beauty and connection.”—Antonieta Contreras, author of How Deep Is the Wound? and Traumatization and Its Aftermath, blogger for Psychology Today






This book is dedicated to my grandmother, Viv, who shared her joyous wonder with me, to my father who loved hawks, and to my cat buddy, Ivan, who welcomed me to his world of wonders.





Healing Through Wonder



Val Walker
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Introduction Writing the Book I Couldn’t Find



No matter how busily my mind is chattering away, when I spot a blue heron flying over me, I’m suddenly quiet with wonder. I stop and behold the grace of the bird’s wide wings gliding into the wind, and my day begins anew—as a beholder of wonder. My love of herons sparks my sense of awe, openness, and reverence, qualities that I’ve kept private and sacred in watery sanctuaries where herons thrive.

As a survivor of complex trauma, domestic violence, and many losses, my adoration of herons and wildlife has instilled a sense of meaning, solace, and peace―and given me the will to live. Indeed, my sense of belonging to the natural world has saved my life when I’ve lost faith in belonging to the human world.

During the lockdown of the Covid-19 pandemic, I rediscovered an unpublished manuscript I’d written twenty-five years ago about my awe-inspiring encounters with herons. Reading my eco-spiritual reflections, I immersed myself in a treasure trove of recollections of my years in Maine and Virginia when I hiked and explored the coastal, marshy habitats of water birds. Wandering and watching herons quietly in their presence, I marveled at their stillness standing in shallow waters, their determination in building nests with their mates, their elegance dancing in pairs during courtship, fishing, preening, and flying. I learned lessons from herons about dignity, balance, grace, patience, the art of timing, and much more—so much so that I was inspired to write a new version of my manuscript about the wondrous experiences that had been vital to my recovery from trauma and loss.

More recently, gazing through my window at maple trees sparkling in a burst of sunshine after a rain shower, I had an epiphany—a moment of awe in its own right. I realized it was my sense of wonder that had kept me strong all these decades, not only those glorious herons. My ability to be amazed by the vastness of the sky, the wilderness, or music, poetry, art, dreams, unexpected acts of kindness, and many other wondrous things gave me the will to move forward.

In praise of (and in awe of) our sense of wonder that restores us as survivors of trauma and loss, I’ve been energized and hopeful while writing this book that is part memoir and part guide. I explore the power of moments that take our breath away and open our minds. In a post-pandemic, cynical world where many of us have lost faith in humanity or lost time doomscrolling through social media, we often forget our sense of wonder or minimize it—but we need to preserve our life-affirming wonder in these uncertain times.

Though previously underexplored and underappreciated, the healing power of wonder has been validated by neuroscience. Now researchers echo what ecologist Rachel Carson believed was essential for human survival: “Those who contemplate the beauty of the earth find reserves of strength that will endure as long as life lasts” (Silent Spring, 1962). It’s in this spirit that I’ve written this book, dedicated to the resilience-building gifts of awe and wonder for trauma survivors as well as those living with grief.

Although I’ve found many books in praise of awe and wonder over the past few years, I’ve yet to see a book written about the healing power of awe that specifically pertains to survivors of trauma and loss. As a survivor myself, only recently did I realize how much my lifelong capacity for wonder had been so vital to my well-being—indeed, to my very survival. No one I’d known had ever validated my experiences of awe and wonder as a sign of strength, wisdom, or even maturity. When I finally recognized how essential my ability to be wowed and amazed had been to my recovery, I was eager to encourage fellow survivors to reclaim their sense of wonder.

Reassured and heartened by the neuroscience research that validates wonder as a source of strength, I now unabashedly celebrate wonder with others.


In Part I of this book, I share my own story, weaving in my heron encounters and wildlife experiences, and reclaiming my sense of wonder as my source of resilience. (However, I am careful not to share the actual names of certain friends, family members, or other close relationships, due to privacy and ethical concerns.)

As I developed this book, I ventured out on a storytelling project for trauma and loss survivors by partnering with several organizations in the recovery community. I called this initiative the “Healing Through Wonder Project.” Teaming up with Robyn Houston-Bean, founder of the Sun Will Rise Foundation, a peer grief support organization, I was thrilled to have dozens of contributors offering to tell their “wonder stories” of healing encounters. In a matter of months, Robyn and I created a YouTube channel as our storytelling platform, and soon we were sharing a wide variety of awe and wonder experiences through our videos and meetings.

I partnered with several recovery organizations in the Boston area for this storytelling project founded on sincere, heartfelt accounts of moments of awe that changed lives. Part II of this book is a culmination of my storytelling venture with the “Healing Through Wonder Project,” in which I present four profiles of storytellers who are survivors of loss, addiction, and trauma.

In Part III, inspired by what I’ve learned from the people I profiled, by neuroscience research, and by insights on my own journey, I offer guidance for rediscovering wonder in the world and restoring our sense of wonder in ourselves.

Most importantly, as a survivor of trauma and loss, and as other survivors in my book inspire us, I encourage the generous act of sharing our wonder experiences with each other, such as storytelling about a moment of awe, or taking a walk together, vibing together to music at a concert, watching a sunset, or reading poetry out loud—a whole new level of healing is sparked by shared awe and wonder.

Writing this book has given me the opportunity to better understand how awe and wonder heal us by interweaving the neuroscience of wonder with breathtaking experiences of awe from survivors of trauma and loss. Tying the research to our stories, I could clearly identify and validate the ways that awe and wonder had carried us through our long struggle through recovery. It was heartening to claim that even one awe-inspiring moment that took our breath away could spark our sense of purpose and belonging in the world.

It might be useful to point out that this book focuses primarily on the positive, optimal qualities of awe in terms of how neuroscience describes well-being and prosocial behaviors. I discuss the actionable and meaningful aspects of awe and wonder as pathways to resilience.

This book does not explore the wide world of psychedelics as a source of awe. This topic is a separate domain that is outside of my purview considering my expertise as a rehabilitation counselor, educator, and support group facilitator. In the book’s collection of firsthand accounts and stories of healing, I emphasize the natural thrill, joy, and connection of sharing wonder-infused moments.

Stories of wonder, awe, enchantment, and reverence that had been secretly tucked away for decades are generously offered to readers of this book. I conclude by proclaiming that our well-being thrives on our willingness to open ourselves to encounters of awe and wonder, no matter how brief or
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