Cultivating a practice of awe reinforces our
reverence for God

Research shows that embracing awe can make us better people, writes an associate director of
the Thriving Congregations Coordination Program.
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Throughout my college years, I spent my evenings and most weekends working at a Borders
bookstore in Chicago. It was the best place ever!

A rich aromatic and auditory mix welcomed everyone who came through the doors — freshly
brewed coffee, new book smells, the whisper of pages turning in blessed harmony as our guests
wove in and out of the labyrinth-like checkout lines with their treasures.

Years later, during a trip to Porto, Portugal, my family visited the famous Livraria Lello, known
as an inspiration for the Harry Potter fantasy series. The store’s name translates as the Lello
Bookshop, and the building itself is known for its Gothic exterior and elaborate Art Nouveau
interior with a whimsical winding staircase. We were transfixed by the history, the folklore and
the tourism as we waited in line to pose for our Instagram selfie.

More recently, I stopped by the Epilogue bookstore and cafe in Chapel Hill, North Carolina. The
space communicated warmth and community with carefully curated book displays featuring a
variety of authors. Handwritten notes by staff members recommended a next “must read.” |
slipped away into the aisles of multigenre bliss, overwhelmed with childlike joy and gratitude.

Our experiences in all sorts of places can offer us a nurturing ground for our faith and spiritual
connection to God, strengthening us through God’s beauty. Bookstores are secular sanctuaries
for me that feed my faith with awe.

The formal definition of “awe” is “a feeling of reverential respect mixed with fear or wonder.”
Andrew Tix writes in “Overwhelmed by Greatness: The Psychological Significance of Awe in
Christian Experience and Formation” that awe “may be one of the most spiritually significant
emotions that humans experience. And understanding and cultivating awe may be one of the
keys to Christian formation.”

Tix cites the treatment of awe in Rudolf Otto’s theological classic “The Idea of the Holy,” noting
in particular the two components Otto associates with the experience of the “mysterium
tremendum’”: “a sensation of trembling, which comes from a perception of being in the presence
of something uncanny, overpowering, and vibrantly alive,” and “mystery, which typically leads a
person to fascination, ... to feelings of being astonished, thunderstruck, transfixed, or
dumbfounded.”
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Both components that Otto describes are chronicled throughout Scripture in the lives and
experiences of diverse people who came face to face with the infinite and immensurable nature
of God.

My first awe experience of God was through reading the Bible. I couldn’t have been more than 8
or 9 years old when my eyes found the words written in Daniel 3:24-26, where King
Nebuchadnezzar realizes that not only have Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego survived the fiery
furnace through their trust in God, but a fourth figure stands with them.

I was mesmerized! I felt a warmth rise in my heart, and my skin felt tingly all over. Tears formed
in my eyes, and I couldn’t explain why. The power of those words leaped off the page and into
my heart and fueled a confidence and trust in God that remains with me.

My experience was not an anomaly. The Bible chronicles expansive accounts of awe that
correlate directly with an amplification of faith. The woman at the well in John 4:1-42, after
having a choice conversation with Jesus, began sharing her testimony with the members of her
community. Peter, in Matthew 14:22-33, dared to become a water walker, following Jesus’
example. In Luke 1:26-38, Mary, after a visitation from the angel Gabriel, courageously accepted
the impossible task of birthing the Christ child.

Perhaps one of the most notable illustrations of awe transferred into passion is Paul’s
transformation. In Acts 9:1-20, Saul of Tarsus was approaching Damascus when “suddenly a
light from heaven flashed around him. He fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him,
‘Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?’ He asked, ‘Who are you, Lord?” The reply came, ‘I am
Jesus, whom you are persecuting’” (vv. 3-5 NRSV). Saul got up from the ground and later began
to proclaim Jesus as God’s Son.

We also see the awe of God through nature. Abraham, in Genesis 15, was invited to dream under
the stars when asked by God to picture his legacy. Moses, in Exodus 3, was terrified by a voice
from a burning bush when he learned of the plan of rescue for God’s people.

Apart from the strictly theological, Ralph Waldo Emerson marvels at the divine attributes of
nature and its effects in his essay “Nature”:

“In the woods, we return to reason and faith. There I feel that nothing can befall me in life, — no
disgrace, no calamity, (leaving me my eyes,) which nature cannot repair. Standing on the bare
ground, — my head bathed by the blithe air, and uplifted into infinite space, — all mean egotism
vanishes. I become a transparent eye-ball; [ am nothing; I see all; the currents of the Universal
Being circulate through me; I am part or particle of God. The name of the nearest friend sounds
then foreign and accidental: to be brothers, to be acquaintances, — master or servant, is then a
trifle and a disturbance. I am the lover of uncontained and immortal beauty.”

Why cultivate a practice of awe? Researchers have discovered many positive physiological,
psychological and social responses in people who experience awe. Summer Allen writes in “The
Science of Awe” that heart rate changes, sensations of chills and goosebumps are associated with
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feelings of awe and cites evidence that awe “may even decrease markers of chronic
inflammation.”

Allen also points to studies showing that experiences of awe can produce a diminished sense of
self and can make people more kind and generous.

Along with research in scientific spaces on the physical and mental benefits of awe, there is the
spiritual connection gained or developed through the experience.

Because “awe” can also be translated as “reverence,” it can be described in a larger sense of
worshipping God. Worship as a physical act of honor and homage — or as a way of life, as Paul
teaches in 1 Thessalonians — helps cultivate a practice of awe in an unequivocal way that
deepens our faith and draws us nearer to God.

Understanding awe’s why, how can we then begin to cultivate it as a practice to deepen our
faith? Through its contemplative roots, lectio divina helps us slow down with its four
components — read, meditate, pray and contemplate. If we can be silent and hear what God is
saying, the practice can lead to actionable steps that transfer into Christian life.

To help incorporate more awe into daily life, Greater Good Magazine suggests engaging in
activities such as these:

o Write a narrative about a time when you felt a sense of awe.

o Read a brief story that will inspire awe.

o Be mindful of nature to foster feelings of awe and connection.

e Turn off your cellphone and take a walk to increase your sense of wonder.

Wherever your journey takes you, from grand exploits to intentional practices to adventures on
the shelves of your local bookstore or library, God’s awe awaits your discovery and embrace.
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Voices

Dust and glory

Our origin in dirt can teach us humility. But what if it also bears the divine image?
by Peter Choi in the February 2025 issue

I recently rewatched one of my favorite old episodes of Anthony Bourdain’s Parts Unknown, the
one where he goes to Koreatown in Los Angeles but doesn’t eat, as one might expect, braised
short ribs at Sun Nong Dan or knife-cut noodles at Hangari. Instead, he goes to Sizzler for
overdone steak and an “incongruous combination” of dubious items from the salad bar. Later, a
pit stop finds him in Little Bangladesh enjoying curried goat stew, followed by a drive-through
run to Jollibee for Filipino fast food. Sitting in the car with a mouth full of halo-halo, Bourdain
declares, “Wow, there’s so much I don’t know.”

It’s the trait that endeared so many to the celebrity chef: his ability to avoid turning his nose up at
others, to stay close to the ground wherever he found himself. Few stars have been as adept as
Bourdain was at closing the gap between highbrow and lowbrow.

Not long ago, I had a similar gap-closing experience reading Genesis 1-2, one that had me
looking down at the ground with more attention and curiosity. Scholars have spilled much ink on
the two creation stories in these opening chapters of scripture, and I have always found the
contrasts between the two narratives to be fertile homiletical ground. We’re from the dust of the
earth, but we’re also bearers of God’s image. One teaches humility; the other evokes glory. Or so
I have often expounded. This approach has the effect of widening the gap between dust and
glory, between humanity and divinity. We see heaven and earth as opposites that have little to do
with each other. Such easy dualisms may say more about my modern lens for reading the Bible
than about the text itself.

In any case, an altogether different reading of the dust of the ground is possible. Yes, there is
something ordinary and humble about the ground underneath our feet. But it is also a complex,
powerful life force. Ancient cultures revered the earth as a mysterious source of life. They knew
what science later taught us: the ground contains immense life-giving properties. Soil is a
mixture of air, water, minerals, and dead and living microorganisms. These ingredients interact in
extraordinary ways, making soil one of our planet’s most dynamic and vital natural resources.

People who till the ground have always known that it is teeming with life and potentialities for
life. It is part and parcel of a theological truism that my teachers in the Reformed tradition drilled
into me when I was in seminary: creation is good, all of it, everywhere, through and through.

If this is true, our origin from the dust of the ground doesn’t just teach humility. It also reminds
us that our calling is always toward the flourishing of life in the world. Made from the dust of the
ground, we are designed to return to the earth, for the replenishing and renewal of the world. It is
a vision of the past and future that can transform our present.
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And yet the dust of the ground has had pejorative connotations in much of Christian history and
theology in the West. Historian Kathryn Gin Lum has written about the concept of heathen as a
tool of colonial governance. Proximity to the heath, or uncultivated land, allegedly hardened
hearts to gospel preaching. Too much closeness to the ground made people less civilized, more
uncouth, dirtier. Lifting people out of heathenism entailed removing them from the heath, to
civilization and Christianity.

The ground beneath our feet is ordinary and humble. It is also a complex, powerful life force.

Like the ground, darkness has long received an unfavorable judgment in the Christian
imagination. I am grateful that Delores Williams challenged and helped mend, for so many, their
theological orientation to darkness. She knew the dangers of light pollution in our imagination
and wrote often about darkness as a site of rest and refuge, a protective cover from harmful
forces in the world. As she saw it, there was a reason enslaved people often chose to gather in the
wee hours of the night, cultivating space for hush harbors where they could sing and dance and
be their most whole selves. They reveled long after the sun had gone down, and the thicker the
darkness, the better.

Similarly, the dust of the ground means more than what it has come to mean. That we are all dust
exposes the lie of hierarchies constructed in our world to divide people into rungs of superiority
and inferiority. Read this way, maybe the opening of Genesis does not tell us the bad news first
as a setup for the good news to follow—you 're insignificant dust, but you're also divine image
bearers. After all, it is in this same ground that many verdant trees grow, not just “good for food”
but also “a delight to the eyes” (Gen. 3:6). I love that the trees bear food, and beautiful food at
that. As if that weren’t enough, four branches of rivers flow through the ground, coursing with
not just any water but mineral-rich water. I can’t help but picture sparkling water.

And not least, all of this spectacular beauty and bounty in paradise have their beginning in the
ground. Which raises an important question: What if being dust is our glory? What if to be dust
is a coextension of being imago Dei? Long undermined and overlooked in my theological
imagination, the dust of the ground is helping me think anew about what it means to be a person
alive in the world today.
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