

QUANTUM CHANGE

When Epiphanies and Sudden Insights Transform Ordinary Lives

WILLIAM R. MILLER
JANET C’DE BACA

Afterword by Ernest Kurtz

[image: ]


To Kathleen,
who lovingly changed my future

—WRM

To my son, Dirk,
whose arrival transformed my life

—JC


EPUB Edition ISBN: 9781462504367; Kindle Edition ISBN: 9781462504398

© 2001 The Guilford Press
A Division of Guilford Publications, Inc.
72 Spring Street, New York, NY 10012
www.guilford.com

All rights reserved

No part of this book may be reproduced, translated, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, microfilming, recording, or otherwise, without written permission from the Publisher.

Last digit is print number: 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Miller, William R.
     Quantum change: when epiphanies and sudden insights transform
ordinary lives / by William R. Miller, Janet C’de Baca
          p. cm.
     Includes bibliographical references and index.
     ISBN 978-1-57230-667-7 (hardcover)—ISBN 978-1-57230-505-2 (pbk.)
         1. Change (Psychology) 2. Epiphanies. 3. Insight. I. C’de Baca,
Janet. II. Title.

BF637.C4 M55 2001
155—dc21                      00-066340


CONTENTS

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Copyright Page

Acknowledgments

Preface

Part I. THE CONTEXT

1. Something Old, Something New

2. The Landscape of Quantum Change

3. Before

Part II. INSIGHTS

4. The Insightful Type of Quantum Change

5. Boom

6. Taking the AA Train

7. A Mirror and Two Roses

8. Awakening

9. Ripples

Part III. EPIPHANIES

10. The Mystical Type of Quantum Change

11. The Reluctant Mystic

12. Something Like a Star

13. A Voice in the Fireplace

14. At Pecos

15. Trampoline

Part IV. REFLECTIONS

16. After

17. Are Quantum Changes Always Positive?

18. What Happened?

19. Messages to Humankind

Epilogue

Afterword

An Invitation

Appendix

Notes

Index

About the Authors

About Guilford Publications

Discover More Guilford Titles


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Our first and foremost gratitude is to the fascinating people who opened their hearts and gave us the privilege of hearing their stories of quantum change. The stories intimately convey, in firsthand accounts, the dramatic changes that occurred in these lives. They are powerful stories. One is changed in the process of reading them. Without the generosity and openness of these fifty-five individuals, there would be no story to tell.

We are also grateful to the interviewers who volunteered their time to hear and record these stories. Through skillful and patient listening, they called forth the rich detail found in this volume. All were involved in some way with the Department of Psychology at the University of New Mexico: Janet Brody, Nan Henderson, Mike Hillard, Dan Matthews, Henry Montgomery, Pauline Sawyers, Tracy Simpson, and Carolina Yahne.

Others were helpful to us in conceiving and planning the study. In Sydney, Australia, a group met regularly in 1989–1990 to think through how one might understand and measure quantum change; participants included Eva Congreve, Ken Curry, Loretta Elkins, Janet Greeley, Rian McMullin, Merida N’Enyar, Robyn Richmond, Steve Rollnick, and John Stanhope. Then in Albuquerque in 1991–1992 we were aided by preparatory discussions that included Lauren Aubrey, Skip Daniel, Kathryn Grant, Jim Story, and Ann Waldorf. We are grateful to them all.

Finally, thanks to Ernest Kurtz, who wrote the Afterword, for his collegial guidance, eloquent scholarship, inspiration, and friendship over the years. We share his impassioned love of stories and of the deeper truths to which they point.


PREFACE

I have always been fascinated by the story of Ebenezer Scrooge. It has all the trappings of an engaging tale, of course: a masterful opening line; gradual revelation; ghosts, love, money, children, suspense; sharply defined characters; and the tension of good versus evil, of self-centeredness versus compassion. Yet beneath the narrative line there is something more that speaks deeply and directly to the soul and that accounts perhaps for the enduring appeal of this particular story. Like great mythology, it contains shadows of profound truth. Like monks copying and protecting manuscripts through dark ages, it preserves for us the ever-present human potential for remarkable change.

It was during a sabbatical year in Australia that I began to think seriously about how one might study such change. Rereading the Dickens tale, it occurred to me that I had seen sudden and dramatic changes happen in real life. Perhaps my daughter’s own recent experience was the catalyst. I had seen Lillian shortly before we left for Sydney, and it was plain that something extraordinary had happened to her. I knew, I experienced in her a very different person from the raging teenager with whom I had spoken just a few days before. Sullen anger had been replaced with a peacefulness, with a gentle acceptance of what is and of what is not. I saw in her, at age fourteen, the sudden appearance of a quality I had not known in her before: the capacity for genuine empathy, for seeing the world and herself through the eyes and feelings of others. There was a settled peacefulness and maturity beyond her years. It had happened, she told me, within the space of an hour. Unexpected, unbidden, and in the silent privacy of her own experience, something had changed her. She had trouble putting it into words, but at some deep inner level I recognized the experience. To be sure, the struggles of adolescence were far from over, but these qualities have never left her, and have continued to deepen in the ensuing ten years.

I remembered, too, a remarkable tape recording that was tucked away on a dusty shelf in my office, a letter from my friend Don. Our friendship began on the very day we met, and for three decades now we have felt a close bond. Even when we’ve not seen each other for a year or two, we can pick up as though we have been in constant touch. We simply understand each other without much explaining, as though living different versions of the same life. He had been driving across the desert, taping a letter to us, when an overpowering experience simply overtook him and literally drove him off the road. He turned the recorder back on and talked through the immediacy of it, and that experience became a part of this book.

There were others I had known over the years whose lives were changed suddenly, dramatically, and undeniably for the better. Much as I would like to say that these rapid turnabouts occurred in my therapy office, they never did. Some were profoundly spiritual and mystical in nature, one literally on a mountaintop in the former Soviet Union. Others were turnabouts without a spiritual or supernatural overlay. They are the dramatic moments of transformation that are the stuff of psychotherapists’ dreams. Yet they seem to be of an entirely different quality from the usual, gradual changes that characterize people’s lives, including their achievements in therapy. I began referring to them as “quantum change.”

Scrooge, my daughter, Don in the desert, others I had met along the way—all mixed in my mind like old friends at a reunion, and the idea would not let me go: If such sudden, dramatic, and enduring changes do occur in real life and not just in fiction, I wanted to understand these transformations better, both as a psychologist–scientist and as a person who has always been curious about human nature and change.

I spent my early career studying how to bring about gradual, step-by-step changes and how to make them last. That led me to studies of what motivates human change, why it happens. Now I was faced with one of the most fascinating puzzles of all—the nature of quantum changes. How were they connected to everything else I’d studied? Why didn’t they occur in my therapy office? Why did they happen to some people and not others? How enduring were their effects?

I began reading everything I could find and discovered that psychological science is pretty thin in this area. Instead, a picture began to emerge as I found pieces in fiction, biography, philosophy, theology, mathematics, and physics.

Still it was not theory but the real-life stories that seemed most compelling to me. Here were real people, not fictional characters, whose lives were changed forever in a matter of moments. Story, I sensed, is the heart of quantum change. Thus I set out, with the collaboration of Janet C’de Baca, to seek personal accounts from people who had experienced such changes. We had no idea what lay in store for us and just how many stories there would be. The ease of finding such individuals and the quality of their stories made it plain that quantum change is both real and not actually all that rare. We were struck by the diversity of the stories we heard, but also by some common threads that ran through them.

A year ago I would have said I had never had an extraordinary experience like Scrooge’s—a sudden mystical encounter that transforms personality. I had had mystical experiences, but never one that triggered a personal metamorphosis. Since the idea of studying quantum change first took hold years ago, I have had the privilege of speaking to many people who have had such turning points, but until a year ago I would have said it was not an experience that I knew fully from the inside.

And yet it is. As we were completing the research for this book, we found that there seems to be more than one form of quantum change. Many who called us to share their experiences would preface their story with “I’m not sure this really qualifies, but …” and then would recount experiences that were clearly cut from the same cloth. Some were more like life-changing insights than mystical encounters, suggesting the two types that we have differentiated in this book. It was in this light that I made the connection to a powerful, sudden moment of consciousness that did set me on a new course, opening my heart to the adoption of our children (recounted in Chapter 4). It was, in many ways, the same phenomenon we had been studying through the stories of quantum changers.

What we learned from these stories is the basis of this book. In listening deeply to dozens of personal accounts, we began to see the commonalities. The stories have in turn caused us to struggle with the larger questions that led us to this project in the first place. What is quantum change? How do individuals undergo such rapid and dramatic transformation? The common tools and models of psychologists do not account well for such changes. From familiar principles of learning one would expect successive approximations, gradual small steps. To be sure, there are models of sudden insight learning, but these are usually focused on solving a particular problem. Are quantum changes the same kind of phenomenon, only larger? Could I, through scientific methods, come closer to understanding this phenomenon? These are some of the puzzles explored in this book.

One of the most intriguing questions to me is what happens in the years after a quantum change experience. I have mused now and then about writing fictional follow-ups to famous change-of-heart stories: What was happening five years after Scrooge met his spirits, or what ensued after the prodigal son moved back home? What is the rest of the story? In our research we gained a longitudinal perspective, talking with people who had, on average, more than a decade between them and their transforming moment, and thus we learned more about how these changes play out over time. But that is getting ahead of our story.

WILLIAM R. MILLER


PART I

THE CONTEXT


1

SOMETHING OLD, SOMETHING NEW

They appear to be in the nature of huge emotional displacements and rearrangements. Ideas, emotions, and attitudes which were once the guiding forces of the lives of these [people] are suddenly cast to one side, and a completely new set of conceptions and motives begin to dominate them.

—DR. WILLIAM SILKWORTH1

On the verge of losing everything that matters to him, a lone man leans over the bridge railing, staring down into the icy river far below. The business to which he has devoted his life is in financial ruin and will soon be controlled by his lifelong nemesis. He faces imprisonment, with the bleak prospect of leaving his wife and children to struggle for survival. The short plunge to his death would end his unbearable feelings of disgrace, and in an ironic twist the insurance death benefit would ease his family’s financial suffering. Yet George Bailey will not die tonight. Something else, unexpected and implausible, is about to happen that will transform him.

In another wintertime and place, a solitary old man pauses in the doorway to his private quarters, escaping the chill of the street as he fumbles for his key. This day has been no different for him from the ten thousand before it. Yet behind the door something uninvited and unwanted awaits him. This night will be unlike any other of his life, and before it is over Ebenezer Scrooge will be changed forever.

What accounts for the enduring appeal of these two very different fictional characters: George Bailey from the Frank Capra film It’s a Wonderful Life and Scrooge from the Charles Dickens tale A Christmas Carol? Each is linked to the season of Christmas, just after winter solstice, when the darkest days of the year are past and there is just a glimmer of new light on the horizon. Their stories seem to rekindle hope in us, even hope against hope—the vision that new life is possible even and especially when it seems most impossible. Entrenched greed turns to generosity. Exuberant joy ignites from the ashes of ruin.

It would be easy enough to dismiss these stories as wishful thinking, a soothing balm to be applied at least once a year, as needed for relief from reality. They smack of the Hollywood happy ending. Sigmund Freud and Karl Marx would likely dismiss such tales much as they renounced religion as an immature fantasy that covers a darker truth. If these sorts of experiences merely occurred in fiction, no further understanding might be needed beyond an appreciation of their entertainment and palliative value.

The truth, however, is that such experiences do not occur only in fiction. They happen to real people, and not infrequently. They constitute a particular kind of experience with distinctive characteristics. Because contemporary psychology has no name (let alone explanation) for this phenomenon, we chose the term quantum change to describe it, drawing on both the concept of a quantum leap and the unpredictability inherent in quantum mechanics.

SOME HALLMARKS OF QUANTUM CHANGE

Even after ten years of listening to stories and studying quantum change, we find a precise definition elusive. Like spirituality, just when you think you’ve encircled it with a neat line, it escapes your boundaries. This much seems clear: quantum change is a vivid, surprising, benevolent, and enduring personal transformation. Each of these four elements seems to be important, at least subjectively, to the experience of quantum change, and we discuss them in greater detail in Chapter 2. Quantum change is vivid in the sense that there is an identifiable, distinctive, memorable experience during which the transformation occurred, or at least began. For Ebenezer Scrooge and George Bailey, it was one Christmas Eve when they were swept up by currents beyond their control. There is no doubt in the person’s mind that something extraordinary has happened to them. An element of surprise is also clear. Quantum changes are not comprehensible as ordinary responses to life events. To be sure, external events can intervene in our lives as windfalls or tragedies to produce sudden, vivid and enduring personal changes. Though sympathetic, no one is surprised when a life is changed drastically by external events. It is only the intrusive events themselves that may be unexpected in such cases. Quantum changes are predominantly inner transformations, which often occur in the absence of any salient external event. A third striking element is the profoundly benevolent quality of the experience. To be sure, the immediate experience can be quite unsettling (as with Scrooge’s ghosts or George Bailey’s angel, Clarence), but there also tends to be an overwhelming sense of loving kindness behind it. Finally, quantum changes are enduring. They seem to be permanent transformations, a one-way door through which there is no going back.

WRITINGS ON QUANTUM CHANGE

Biography and autobiography offer many real-life accounts of quantum change events that were transformative turning points in the lives of people great and small. They are common among spiritual leaders: St. Paul and St. Augustine, Mohandas K. Gandhi (Mahatma Gandhi), the Buddha, Moses, St. Bernadette, Thesesa of Avila, Simone Weil, Martin Luther, Mary Baker Eddy, and John Wesley. They are found in the lives of social reformers and activists like Joan of Arc, Florence Nightingale, Malcolm X, Jane Addams, and Bill Wilson. They have shaped the lives of great writers and thinkers like Count Leo Tolstoy, C. S. Lewis, and Søren Kierkegaard.

Such events were well known and of great interest to William James, who is often credited as the founder of American psychology. In his century-old classic, The Varieties of Religious Experience,2 he described a wide range of experiences and in particular discussed two different forms of change. By far the more common of the two is gradual, step-by-step movement, continual successive approximations as in the opening of a flower. Other changes, James observed, occur in a more sudden, discontinuous manner, and he speculated about types of people who might be prone to each of these kinds of change. Like Bill Wilson,3 James was careful not to imply that one type of change is superior or preferable to the other. As a psychologist, he was simply interested in understanding how it is that people change so totally and abruptly:

I was effectually cured of all inclination to that sin I was so strongly addicted to that I thought nothing but shooting me through the head could have cured me of it; and all desire and inclination to it was removed, as entirely as if I had been a suckling child; nor did the temptation return to this day.4

As we began researching quantum change, we were surprised to discover how few psychologists in the ensuing century had studied, described, or even voiced curiosity about this phenomenon. If it does indeed happen that people undergo pervasive and permanent changes in the course of a few hours or days, surely it is important to understand how this occurs. Yet, with a few exceptions, the response of psychology has been resounding silence. Journals and libraries are filled with knowledge about gradual change that occurs through learning and conditioning. Sudden discrete changes in circumscribed behavior, as through “aha” insight, have been described. Yet there has not even been a term in behavioral science to name this phenomenon of sudden broad transformation that is so widely described in art and biography.

Instead, the scholarly field in which quantum change has been described and studied most often is theology, historically an immediate ancestor of psychology. At the time of William James these were still closely related fields, making it only natural for him to study spiritual experience. It was later that a great chasm opened between them, with only the relatively isolated fields of pastoral counseling and the psychology of religion surviving to bear the family resemblance. It appears that the twenty-first century will witness some reconciliation of psychology and spirituality.

So it was particularly in the writings of theologians that we found good descriptions of this otherwise largely neglected phenomenon. One obviously related religious concept is conversion, which has been studied in some depth.5 It is indeed the case that religious conversion experiences have some of the attributes described in this book, yet a common finding is that conversions often do not last. Furthermore, as will become apparent in later chapters, quantum changes frequently are not described in religious terms, nor do they usually lead to committed involvement in organized religion. Although they overlap, quantum change is a much larger phenomenon than religious conversion.

James E. Loder in The Transforming Moment6 described a general pattern for experiences of this kind. They begin with the person being in a state of conflict and what Loder called “a rupture in the knowing context.” Something disrupts the way in which the person has been perceiving reality and making sense out of life. This triggers the inner search for a new way of organizing reality, and sometimes in this circumstance “an insight, intuition, or vision appears on the border between the conscious and the unconscious, usually with convincing force.” The experience is frequently accompanied by a great emotional release and a deep sense of relief. Then, with time, the person integrates and interprets the experience through language and symbols, and new patterns of thought and action emerge.

STUDYING QUANTUM CHANGE

To dismiss the phenomenon as fiction, one must believe at least that many biographies and autobiographies of great people have been doctored in retrospect with dramatic exaggeration of key transforming moments. Yet one also hears the stories in ordinary lives. It is difficult, in fact, to go through an entire lifetime without encountering at least one such real-life account. In twelve-step groups like Alcoholics Anonymous, such stories are downright commonplace. Once we opened to the concept and possibility of quantum change, in fact, we began to meet it everywhere. Whenever we spoke on the subject, there were people in the audience who had their own story to tell us.

So we began, in 1989, a process to study quantum change. At that time it remained an open question in our minds whether there was any observable phenomenon to understand. Perhaps, we thought, psychology had been silent on the subject for the good reason that there is nothing to explain. A decade later, that is no longer our question. The rich assemblage of stories represented in this volume has persuaded us that quantum changes are not only real but occur much more often than one might imagine. Instead, we are exploring the ramifications of a whole new set of fascinating questions about the nature of quantum change, its causes, and its meaning.

Perhaps one reason why this phenomenon is not more familiar is that people who have experienced such events are often reluctant to discuss them openly. Many who volunteered for our study voiced grateful relief to learn that there were others with similar experiences, often expressing a desire to meet them. Many had described their experience to only one or two others. Some told us that they had never revealed it to anyone else. Yet all were quite eager to tell us their story, and usually the words came tumbling out like a great unburdening.

Where does one find people who have had quantum changes? The answer turns out to be “almost anywhere,” but we did not know that at the outset. We aroused the curiosity of a writer for the Albuquerque Journal, who wrote an engaging feature story with a sketchy description of quantum change in the widely circulated Sunday edition. People who had had such experiences and were willing to describe them in a confidential interview were invited to telephone our office. We had no idea whether we would receive any calls. We offered no payment for participation, and would be asking people to volunteer up to three hours of their time to complete interviews and questionnaires.

To our surprise, the telephone rang for weeks in response to this one article. Beyond many inquiries of general interest, we received eighty-nine calls from people volunteering to participate. A dozen declined when they learned the amount of time required or discovered that we were not paying participants. Another twenty-two later withdrew, were unavailable for interview, or scheduled one or more appointments but never appeared. In the end we completed fifty-five interviews, yielding a rich and moving array of personal accounts. These thirty-one women and twenty-four men were at many different points in the journey, with experiences as recent as one month and as distant as thirty-nine years ago. Most of them came from the Albuquerque area, though some drove a hundred miles or more to participate. As the ripples spread, we also began to receive letters and telephone calls from other states with still more stories.

We were invited to publish a brief report of our findings as a chapter in the American Psychological Association volume Can Personality Change?7 It seemed a suitable place for our report, precisely because quantum changes often involve significant and seemingly permanent transformations of personality. Scrooge on Christmas morning was not merely behaving in some new ways—he was a different person, and that is the experience of many quantum changers. It’s not that each of them became someone else, but rather that the same someone had been transformed. The transformation can be widespread, altering how the person behaves, feels, thinks, and experiences meaning. Our finished chapter provided statistical summaries from the questionnaires and interviews, and some observations about common characteristics of the participants’ experiences.

THE REST OF THE STORY

It was clear to us, however, that the chapter did not adequately convey the essence of what we had learned and were learning. We had reported our data in scientific fashion, but we felt far from finished. In fact, we knew at another level that we had barely begun. We were personally captivated by the wonder and mystery of the stories themselves, and drawn by a still deeper story that we sensed within and beneath them. It was as if the scientist in us sat side by side at the campfire with a wide-eyed child entranced by a succession of master storytellers. Yet these stories were not make-believe but real, told by the people who lived them. Those stories became the heart and substance of this book.

Our aim is to tell you the stories in a way that captures the essence of quantum change, revealing some of the common elements and themes that we observed, but without removing the sense of wonder and mystery that remains with us still. The next two chapters round out a context to help you in encountering the stories. In Chapter 2 we summarize briefly what we learned by analyzing information that could be turned into statistics and describe in more detail some of the commonalities we found. This provides a highaltitude view of the forest, before we come to a more detailed description of the trees. Chapter 3 begins our walk into the forest. Here we describe what quantum changers told us their lives were like before their experience, and in particular what was happening just before it occurred.

The middle section of this book contains some of the stories themselves. It was difficult for us to decide, from over a thousand pages of transcription, which stories to include as illustrative. We have separated them into two types of quantum change that became evident as we studied them: insights and epiphanies (more on this in Chapter 2). The stories are told in the participants’ original words, transcribed from our interviews. We have, however, removed all names and altered other potentially identifying details without changing the essence of each story. We did this to protect the storytellers’ anonymity and confidentiality, as we promised when they consented to participate and allowed us to convey their stories to you. Part II describes quantum changes of the insight type, and Part III recounts some epiphany stories.
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