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Dedicated to my friend Brother David Steindl-Rast, the world's foremost teacher of gratitude, on the occasion of his 90th birthday.
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How to use this Ebook




Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.




Look out for linked text (which is green) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections
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Introduction






We are at the dawn of a global gratitude renaissance. Unprecedented interest in the science and practice of gratitude is so welcome because this is what gives us the strength of character to make life better not only for ourselves but also for others. A 2015 article in the popular journal Scientific American reported that, out of 24 strengths, including such powerhouses as love, hope, kindness, and creativity, the single best predictor of good relationships and emotional wellbeing was gratitude.


Gratitude is not just good medicine, though, a nice sentiment, a warm fuzzy feeling, or a strategy or tactic for being happier or healthier. It is also the truest approach to life. We did not create or fashion ourselves, and we did not get to where we are in life by ourselves. So living in gratitude is living in truth. It is the most accurate and honest approach to life.



What gives a movement its impetus, according to gratitude teacher Brother David Steindl-Rast, is not information, but enthusiasm and commitment. The spark that can ignite a trend towards global gratitude is the zeal of men and women who discover that grateful living makes life meaningful and fulfilling. I invite you to share in my passion by embracing and contributing to this global gratitude movement.
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Gratitude Matters

In schools, counselling clinics, health-care centres, workplaces, and even in the halls of academia, an increasing awareness that gratitude is vital for individual and collective flourishing is becoming more and more apparent.

Two main factors have driven this trend. First is the mounting evidence demonstrating that gratitude matters. Whether springing from the glad acceptance of another’s thoughtfulness, appreciation of the splendour of nature, recognition of the good things in life, or from countless other magical moments, gratitude enhances nearly all spheres of our lives.

These effects are sustainable and quantifiable. Second, the practice of gratitude is readily accessible, available to everyone. You are never too old, too young, too rich, too poor, to live gratefully. We can produce gratitude in any season of life. This is part of its appeal. As we create gratitude, a positive ripple effect is generated through every area of our lives, potentially satisfying some of our deepest yearnings – our desire for happiness, our pursuit of better relationships, and our ceaseless quest for inner peace, health, wholeness, and contentment.

Yet the grateful state of mind, as accessible as it is, can be fleeting, difficult to sustain over the long haul unless practised with attention and intention. So we need to immerse ourselves in practices and techniques that will foster gratitude every day. This book contains science-based practices for growing your gratitude.

Living gratefully begins with affirming the good and recognizing its sources. It is the understanding that life owes me nothing and all the good I have is a gift, accompanied by an awareness that nothing can be taken for granted.

Gratitude is a way of seeing that alters our gaze
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Write It Down

In order to enter into this mode of thinking, let’s begin with a simple exercise.

In the recent past, has there been a time when something good has come to you as a result of another person’s action? Dwell on one experience in particular, and then write it down, following the model below. This exercise will be our starting point for examining what gratitude is and the various ways in which recognizing and affirming the good are the keys to unlocking fullness and freedom in our lives.
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[image: Illustration] The other day, I felt really glad when ................. (name or describe the person in your reflection)


[image: Illustration] took the time, or made the effort to .................. (say what he or she did)


[image: Illustration] I know that this person could have..................... (another path he or she could have taken, perhaps in self-interest)


[image: Illustration] but lucky for me, this person chose to..................................... (another brief description of what he or she did)


[image: Illustration] This action ............................. (say how it affected you, practically)


[image: Illustration] and made me feel ............................. (say how it affected you, personally)


[image: Illustration] Thank you ............................ (identify the person again)


What is Gratitude?

Grateful living is possible only when we realize that other people and agents do things for us that we cannot do for ourselves. Gratitude emerges from two stages of information processing – affirmation and recognition. We affirm the good and credit others with bringing it about.

In gratitude, we recognize that the source of goodness is outside of ourselves

Both elements in this definition count. Gratitude involves a giver offering a gift to a receiver. We are not grateful to ourselves but to another being. In addition, in order for gratitude to exist, the giver must act intentionally, typically at some self-sacrifice, to bestow something worthwhile. The one receiving the gift needs to recognize it as a gift, as something good that was freely given. So gratitude engages at least three different aspects of the mind. We intellectually recognize the benefit, we willingly acknowledge this benefit, and we emotionally appreciate both the gift and the giver. The term “gift” is important in this context because gifts are unearned, things we are not owed by the giver and to which we are not entitled.
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When we feel grateful, we acknowledge that we have received a benefit and recognize the value of it, and we appreciate the intentions of the donor. We also recognize (perhaps less consciously) that we didn’t necessarily deserve or merit the benefit. When we are grateful, we recognize that we have no claim on the gift or benefit received, and it was freely bestowed out of compassion, generosity, or love. To recognize this gift is the beginning of gratitude. Gratitude is not simply a strategy or tactic for feeling better or for increasing our personal happiness. It does something much more than that. Gratitude enables a person to feel good and also to do good.
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