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Foreword



Some people pursue happiness, others create it.


~Margaret Bowen


We’re all familiar with our constitutional right to pursue happiness. As a child, I recall more than once telling my not-at-all-amused mother that I was “pursuing my right to happiness” when I made a particularly large mess. She very cleverly informed me that if I wanted to enjoy life or liberty, I would clean it right up too! Who doesn’t want to be happy? Not only does being happy beat the alternative, happiness has some pretty attractive benefits. Research has found being happy adds about nine years to your life!


Chances are you picked up this book in hopes of reading some stories that can help brighten your own day or put you on a new path that’s got a bit more joy or a little more laughter than the road you currently travel. Inside this book are 101 stories specifically chosen to show you there are many roads to happiness. After you read these stories, you’ll be much better equipped to find the path — and the destination — that’s right for you.


Some people pursue happiness, others create it. Take a look at Margaret Bowen’s quote and ask yourself, “Who’s more likely to be happy? The person chasing, or the one creating?” If you need a hint, you may find a clue in these words by Henry David Thoreau that I had on a poster on my wall during high school and college:


Happiness is like a butterfly: the more you chase it,
the more it will elude you, but if you turn your attention to other things,
it will come and sit softly on your shoulder.


As much as you may try to be happy, your efforts probably only serve to make you frustrated. “Don’t Worry — Be Happy” was a cute idea in a song, but as advice for those who’ve lost their zest for life, it doesn’t work. You can’t just “be” happy. But turn your attention to other things — the right things — and you will find that happiness has found you. What are the right things? We’ll get to that in a moment. But here’s a central truth: When it comes to being happy, the journey IS the destination.


It’s funny that the Chicken Soup for the Soul people came to me to write the foreword for a book on finding your happiness because there was a period in my life when I was profoundly unhappy. Perhaps I was even depressed. I was too down in the dumps to seek professional help to find out. My career was in the toilet. My telephone had stopped ringing. I didn’t think I would ever work again. So what happened? Did I wake up one day, put on make-up and hop over to a TV studio, saying, “I’m back! Put me on the show!”?


Hardly. Instead, I got out my sewing machine. In the depths of my unhappiness, I pulled out my old Kenmore machine, dug out some lengths of fabric, and started making curtains and slipcovers. You can work out a lot of aggression on those long seams as you floor the foot pedal. When you see the results of those hours with the machine — slipcovers that make an old chair new again, curtains that warm up a bare room — you can’t help but feel pleased about your work... and yourself.


That long-ago search for happiness led me to reconnect with a long ignored passion. I had been sewing, doing embroidery, and knitting and crocheting since I was eight years old. Dusting off that machine, reminding myself of the many pleasant hours I used to spend stitching, helped brighten my spirits. Some people pursue happiness, others create it. That I was happy after returning to my long-lost hobby was an unintended consequence of engaging in something that I had once enjoyed. Without expecting to, I had created my own happiness.


The surprise factor has a lot to do with happiness. If you look up the etymology of the word “happy,” you see that it stems from the Old Norse word happ, which meant “chance” or “unforeseen occurrence.” By chance, we stumble into happiness. Like that butterfly, we rarely catch it if we are chasing it.


Here’s another secret: You won’t find happiness by always striving to be the best. Good enough is, well, good enough. Research conducted by Professor Barry Schwartz of Swarthmore College found some notable differences between those he calls “maximizers,” people who have to have the best and are compelled to research every possible choice, and those who are satisfied more easily. Because they insist on the “best,” those maximizers do tend to earn about $7,000 more annually, but they feel worse. They’re not as happy as the rest of us who are willing to “settle.” The ordeal of making the choice, coupled with the potential for regret over the decision made, mitigated any pleasure they might have enjoyed from their increased spending power.


So what can help you Find Your Happiness? Here’s my recipe:


• Count Your Blessings— Happiness operates in an upward spiral; it feeds on itself. People who keep track of the “good things” in their lives are healthier, more active, more productive — and held in higher regard by others. That would make me happy, wouldn’t it you? So take note of what’s right in your life and see if things don’t change for the better. This book is filled with examples of people who say it has worked for them.


• Foster Connections— There is no question it is the connections with others that bring richness to our lives. Strong social connections and shared experiences create the foundation on which happiness can thrive. Pick up the phone; e-mail an old friend.


• Know Yourself and Pursue Your Passion— To “Find Your Happiness” you must first know what makes you happy. Perhaps the words of the German philosopher Goethe are helpful: As soon as you trust yourself, you will know how to live. Pull out your notebook and a pencil and try to answer these questions: What are your passions? What pastimes give you joy? What are you good at? What long-ago dreams have you put out to pasture because they weren’t practical, were unrealistic, “could never happen?” Forget what all the naysayers may have said in the past. The answers you supply can help you plan a new journey and find your happiness. The joy is in the doing as much as it is the “done.”


• Keep Learning— The day you stop growing is the day you start going. There is no question that people with goals and challenges find life more zestful than those content with the status quo. You’ll love the story of Jane Congdon, who gave up a career that had stopped making her happy, and at age sixty-six will have her first book published.


• Find Meaning— People who have found meaning and purpose in their lives are happy. Period. You might find meaning by getting outside yourself in service of others as Shannon Anderson has with her “good deed a day.” You’ll read her story about how she first taught her family the benefits of doing good deeds, and then inspired her whole first grade classroom to do good deeds and keep a diary of them. The kids loved it! Ralph Waldo Emerson urged: Make yourself necessary to somebody. You lift yourself when you lift others. Perhaps you fail to see the meaning in your job or profession or maybe your job’s not right for you. Even hospital cleaners, at the bottom of the ladder in both pay and prestige, see their work as challenging and skilled when they are shown that their contributions are central to the hospital’s mission.


• Find Quiet— The Chinese have a wonderful expression: Only the stillness can still. No matter how noisy and hectic it may be where you are, close your eyes for just this moment and imagine you are deep in a lush green forest, sitting on a moss-covered stone, listening to the distant sounds of water tumbling down a stream. Breathe. Sit. Forget about all the “stuff” in your life. Don’t worry about the jam-packed schedule. Just breathe. That small momentary exercise has likely left you feeling just a bit more in control, a bit less frazzled. Remember that butterfly called happiness won’t come and sit softly on your shoulder if you are rushing about madly.


The people who have shared their stories with you in this book have all found their happiness through variations of this “recipe.”


Betsy Franz knew only one way to live her life and that was at full speed. The way she described a trip to the grocery store, you almost wanted to warn the other shoppers to stay home. She flew around the corners on two wheels hurling her purchases into her cart. Then one day Betsy’s life coasted to a halt. Literally. She was so busy she forgot to check the gas gauge and she ran out of fuel on the way to an important meeting. Being the sensible woman that she is, Betsy did the obvious: She screamed and pounded the steering wheel.


Then she stepped out of the car to flag down some help — and saw something she hadn’t seen before on her morning commute: the sunrise. It was a glorious, awe-inspiring sight. She eventually made it to work with a lighter heart. Today Betsy Franz moves at a slower pace, one that allows her to be present, to notice the small things, and hear the small voice deep in her soul that had been muffled. She is happy.


Michelle Smyth found her happiness and an unexpected purpose when her son was diagnosed with autism. She became a mom on a mission, researching everything she could learn about autism, elated when she heard about a new therapy that held promise. She hit brick walls at every turn. “Too expensive.” “We don’t offer it here.” But this mom was not to be denied. Michelle cajoled her way into observing some training sessions, convinced a respected specialist in the field to coach her, and turned her basement into a therapy center, all so she could work with her little boy. His progress was incremental, but real. Small accomplishments were celebrated and more challenging tasks tackled.


Before long, other families struggling with autism heard of Michelle’s efforts and asked if she’d help their children. A support group was born that has since blossomed into a full-fledged autism center serving kids throughout her area. Michelle says she has “an indescribable joy,” excitement for the future, and happily believes she is fulfilling her destiny.


Jennifer Quasha thought her destiny was to be constantly depressed. She probably hadn’t heard that researchers believe that forty percent of our sense of happiness comes from our own activities. She’d had a difficult childhood, lost two friends in a car accident, survived a mugging at gunpoint and was brutally assaulted — all before her mid-twenties. Depression ran in her family and she just assumed it was to be her lot too.


Then she decided to confront her depression. She’ll tell you all the things she’s done, including what she calls her “little secret.” It’s the small datebook in which each night she writes down the one thing that made her happiest that day. It’s working. As Jennifer puts it, “The spin on my life has changed. I actively seek the positive.”


Alexander Brokaw tried to see the positive in his college studies. He really tried. With two parents on Wall Street, he figured he was supposed to pursue a career in business, but his heart wasn’t in it. His books went unopened until just before finals, which he somehow squeaked through. On winter break his sophomore year, a friend got into a bar fight and Alex rushed to defend him. Two guys attacked him and Alex ended up in the emergency room, being examined for a concussion.


The CT scan revealed no concussion. It was worse. The scan had picked up a brain tumor. Alexander had to withdraw from school and undergo chemotherapy. During his forced break from school, he resumed a childhood pastime he’d discarded years before. He began playing pretend, conjuring up epics with adventures and storylines that he put on paper. When Alex recovered and went back to school, he switched from finance courses to a creative writing major. He says, “Being successful is doing what makes you happy. Life is too short and uncertain to do anything else.”


It is the uncertainty of life with which we begin our stories, with the incomparable wisdom of Angela Sayers. One of Angela’s greatest wishes was to be published as an author. In this book, she is. Sadly, it was one of Angela’s last wishes, as she had been battling osteosarcoma since she was fourteen. You’ll notice I said one of her “last” wishes, not her “dying” wishes, because as this very wise young lady put it: “I’m living. Every day.”


Angie wrote her story for this Chicken Soup for the Soul edition as she was nearing the end of her long cancer battle. She’d already lost one of her lower legs and most of her lungs to the disease, which doctors had just learned had spread to her brain. Yet twenty-year-old Angie had not an ounce of bitterness. Listen to her perspective:


“I’m still here. I’m still living. Life is precious, whether you have a straight road stretched before you as far as the eye can see, or whether, like most people, your road turns and bends into the undergrowth and you have no idea where it leads. Follow that bend, and your heart, no matter where it goes. Mine may go on, to places unmentionable, but everyone’s does, eventually.”


Angela Sayers’ journey ended on July 15th, 2011, as this book was being completed. She was only twenty. But while her body has gone, her incredible wisdom lives on. We start and end the book with Angie’s wisdom, including Story 1, in which she describes her happiness as she continues to live her shortened life, and Story 101, her final letter to family and friends, which her family found after she died. Turn the page to see the gift that Angie left you in her inspirational stories and ninety-nine others that show you how to find your happiness.


~Deborah Norville
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Counting My Blessings


Better to lose count while naming your blessings than to lose your blessings to counting your troubles.


~Maltbie D. Babcock
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My Epiphany


With the past, I have nothing to do; nor with the future. I live now.


~Ralph Waldo Emerson


It seems that when something awful happens to me, my mind just shuts down. These things change the way I think for a period of time after they happen. Somehow, I find a way to keep it all together by reverting to my “one day at a time” motto, but really, inside, I’m freaking out. Sometimes I’m freaking out and I don’t even realize it yet. I’ve discovered lately that moving on from those difficult times really is a process.


These days, I am in the final stages of my long battle with osteosarcoma, a bone cancer, which made its appearance when I was fourteen years old, claimed one of my lower legs and a lung along the way, and recently spread to my brain. The doctors found three or four new tumors in my brain. This news was a terrible blow since it meant two huge things. It meant that one, along with the nodules that I already had in my single lung, the Thalidomide I have been trying isn’t doing a single thing for me. And secondly it officially marked me as terminal. The doctors told us that they thought I probably had less than a month to live.


It has now been longer than a month, and I am still here and still feeling well. Nothing has truly changed about my situation. I am still taking medication for the headaches, and sometimes my breathing is a lot more strained than it used to be. Although I do have a cold, which could be part of it, it’s most likely that the cancer is progressing. There is nothing in my situation that has changed. I know that I probably won’t make it, still. But there is something different now about the way I look at things. I feel different. I feel inspired! I feel invigorated! I don’t feel like I’m just sitting around waiting to die anymore. I feel infused with life. There’s a reason I have already beaten the odds. There’s a reason it’s not time yet.


I don’t know what came first — the changes to my daily routine, or the changes to my perspective. But somehow they’re working together to be just what I needed. During the past week or so we’ve been making small changes to my medications since I’ve been doing so well. The first thing we did was drop the nausea medicine I’d been taking on a schedule with the pain medication. It turns out that I don’t really need it at all, since I haven’t had any nausea since. We also started weaning me off the steroid I’d been taking to control swelling, which makes me eat everything in sight and makes me swell up like a balloon. Somehow, and the only thing I can think to attribute it to, is that by getting rid of those two medications, I am feeling a little more like myself. I haven’t had to take a nap in ages! My eyes, which had been blurry and unfocused, are doing so well that I finished a book that I was reading... on my Kindle! My computer screen no longer tries to flip letters around. But that’s not all — a few days ago Mom convinced me to put my prosthetic leg on for a while. It didn’t take too much cajoling, since it was something I’d been meaning to try since I have been feeling better. It doesn’t quite fit right because I haven’t worn it in a month. Right now because I haven’t been wearing it, I have no leg muscle to even hardly hold it up. But I can kind of walk on it, with my crutches, and I have hope and faith that before long I’ll be able to use it again for a short time. :)


I’m not sure where it came from, this sudden epiphany I’ve had. But something inside me has clicked. It reminds me of a story my pastor told me when he came by for a visit, about a man who was pronounced terminal. Another person asked him, “What are you doing right now?” And the man who was dying answered, “Well I’m terminal, I’m dying.” The first man either asked him again what he was doing right now or informed him somehow that he was wrong. The man who was terminal wasn’t dying just then, just at that moment he was living. And as long as he was breathing he would be living. That’s the epiphany I’ve had. Right now, regardless of the things to come, I’m living! I’m not sitting around waiting to die. My entire perspective has changed. I’m alive right now. I’m living.


So, today I leave you with this message, one that I can hardly believe that I went this far without. Cherish every single day. It is one of those things that is easier said than done. The way that something feels is all about perspective. Sometimes our hearts don’t need a miracle. Sometimes there just aren’t any miracles and the world around us feels like there can never be any happiness in it again. I know how that feels. I have had some dark days these last few months. I won’t lie. It’s difficult to know that eventually I won’t feel good. It’s hard to know that essentially I’m just sitting around waiting for the cancer to progress.


I can’t think like that anymore. I have to think about the things that I can do. The life that I can live. I may not be able to go on the ski trip this month, but I’m still doing better than expected. I’m still here. I’m still living. Life is precious, whether you have a straight road stretched before you as far as the eye can see, or whether, like most people, your road turns and bends into the undergrowth and you have no idea where it leads. Follow that bend, and your heart, no matter where it goes. Mine may go on, to places unmentionable, but everyone’s does, eventually. All roads lead to the same bend, and although we can’t see around the corner, I know there are people who have gone before me that will help me when I get there. But for now, I’m not there yet. Today I’m living, and my heart sings with joy for the days that follow.


For anyone going through a difficult time, I want to pass on the list of ten steps that I composed. These steps have helped me move forward in the past. I’m not a professional and I have no claim to fame, but these steps have helped me and I want to share them with other people. Here are my Ten Steps to Moving Forward:


1. Cry, Yell, and Grieve: The first step can make you feel like you are taking a few steps back, but it is necessary. I think when something happens that reroutes your entire life and the direction you were going previously, it is normal to grieve and be sad. Because I believe that whenever you go through a difficult time, it changes you. It changes the way you think and perceive things, and the first step to acceptance of the new reality, whatever it is, is to mourn the past and the person you used to be. So, let yourself grieve for as long as you need to, and when you’re able, you’ll find the next step.


2. Talk When You’re Ready: Sometimes you feel like talking things through and sometimes you don’t. When you’re ready to talk, find someone who you can talk to as an equal and whose opinion you value, and pour your heart out. Sometimes, just having someone who cares and who is there for you, no matter what, gives you the boost you need, to move on from the first step (even though you may feel still the need to grieve from time to time).


3. Escape When You Need To: but not too often. Sometimes life just takes a dump on you, and your heart and mind are too full to process things in a healthy way. In these moments, escape is essential; watch a TV show or movie, read a book, or veg out on the Internet. Take a break from the things that are weighing you down, and come back to them later with a fresh outlook. But I caution you on escaping too often, because escaping never makes your problems go away, and you always have to deal with them eventually.


4. Start Small: If the big things are too overwhelming at any given moment, start small. Instead of worrying about a huge appointment next week that you’re afraid might hold bad news (perhaps similar to where you just were) try to focus on smaller more attainable goals. Rather than brooding about the appointment, focus on your exercises, your chores, or even your homework assignments. You’ll get there in the same amount of time, whether or not you worry about it.


5. Find Your Muse: Your muse is the source of your inspiration. Find the thing, or things, that inspire you the most, and absorb them into your world. These could be anything. For some, it could be their children, others music or nature, and for people like me, poetry or literature.


6. Reach Out: Interaction is an important thing in any person’s life. Reaching out doesn’t necessarily mean telling everyone about your struggles, rather it means finding people you enjoy, and spending time with them. It can mean laughing and teasing each other, but it also means support. Maybe not support like that of step two, but support that lets you know that they care and that they’re thinking of you. This kind of support is a bulwark that can bolster you through any storm. These are the people who know how to cheer you on, when you’re going through a hard time.


7. Channel Your Nervous Energy: Often you may find yourself stressing out and worrying. The best way to prevent this is to throw yourself headlong into another project, albeit a more relaxing one. For me, this usually means writing, scrapbooking, or artwork of some kind. I actually find that some of my best poetry is written when I’m trying not to freak out.


8. Help Someone Else: Helping someone else is actually a great way to help you deal with tough things that are going on your own life. It may sound selfish, in an ironic way. But not only does helping someone through their problems distract you, it also fills you with a pleasant satisfaction. Plain and simple; it feels good to help someone else out.


9. Focus on the Good Things: If you go through life with a “woe is me” attitude, things can seem harder than they really are. Granted, I’m finding that optimism comes more easily to me than most, but I cannot help but feel that some optimism is imperative to dealing with any situation. By focusing on the good things in your life, you can muster up enough strength to hope. And I believe that hope is ultimately what allows you to move on.


10. Take One Day At a Time: We spend so much time worrying about things that are far in the future, that we miss the things that are happening in the moment. Even if the moment you are in seems difficult, and there are things on the horizon that seem even more difficult, it is important to focus on the moment you are in. We can’t worry about things that haven’t happened yet, or that may or may not happen. If you must worry, worry about the day you are in, and worry about tomorrow, well, tomorrow. But remember also, no matter what you’re going through, that you will get through. No matter how hard it seems in that moment, or how bleak the future looks, time will move you forward against your will. Eventually you’ll find that things don’t seem as hard, or hurt as bad, and life will take on a new routine. And you’ll be okay. Or... at least that’s the way it’s been for me.


~Angela Sayers
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The Great Thanksgiving Challenge


I can no other answer make, but, thanks, and thanks.


~William Shakespeare


    My friend Marilyn and I had just settled into a booth at our favorite coffee shop. “BookTalk is at my house next month,” I said. “I hate getting ready for it.”


“I know what you mean,” Marilyn answered. “I spent a week cleaning when it was my turn in February, not to mention baking two cakes.”


“Not to mention that it’s all over in a couple of hours. All that work for two hours!”


Marilyn nodded as we sipped from steaming cups of latte.


“And if that’s not bad enough,” I said, wiping foam from my upper lip, “my entire family is coming for Thanksgiving this year. I love them dearly, but you know what that means?”


“Yep. Cooking and cleaning, changing sheets, wondering what to feed everybody for breakfast. I go through the same thing every year.”


The chimes on the coffee shop door jingled and a bedraggled woman entered, carrying two super-sized shopping bags stuffed with odds and ends. Twists of gray hair escaped from the ratty scarf covering her head. Nothing she wore matched, and one black canvas high top had a hole at the big toe. As she passed us, it was evident she hadn’t bathed in days.


“Would you listen to us?” I whispered, feeling ashamed of myself. “We sound like two ungrateful curmudgeons.”


“That poor woman probably can’t pay for a cup of coffee.”


“Do you think she’s homeless?” I asked.


Marilyn shrugged her shoulders. Then she grabbed her wallet, and headed for the counter where she paid for the woman’s coffee and an apple fritter. The woman smiled, showing bad teeth. I heard Marilyn invite her to join us, but the woman shook her head and settled into a soft chair in a sunlit corner of the shop.


“That was nice,” I said when Marilyn slid back into the booth.


She rolled her eyes. “That was guilt.”


I nibbled a piece of chocolate biscotti. “You know something? Some days, all I do is complain.”


“Me, too.”


“Take BookTalk for instance. Those women are smart and funny. I’m honored they asked me to join the club. The last thing I should do is complain about having them come to my house for a few hours.”


Marilyn glanced at the woman thumbing through a tattered People magazine. “I don’t know why I always see the glass half empty when it’s more than half full,” she said.


“We should stop complaining — it’s a bad habit.” I said this with more conviction than I felt.


Marilyn set her cup down just as a megawatt smile broke over her face.


“What?” I asked.


When Marilyn gets that look, it always means some bold plan has taken hold of her brain — usually one that includes me.


“We’ll give it up. Complaining. We’ll give it up for Thanksgiving.”


“You mean Lent. That’s months away.”


“No — I mean we’ll stop complaining and start being thankful. Just in time for Thanksgiving. It takes thirty days to drop a habit and thirty days to start a new one.”


“So what’s your plan?”


Marilyn leaned back and crossed her arms. “A challenge. We’ll keep a diary. Write down every complaint. Then think of something to be thankful for, and write that down too.”


“What if we can’t think of something to be thankful for?”


Marilyn pointed to the old woman who had fallen asleep in her chair. “You can think of something.”


“Then how will we know we’re really keeping track? It would be easy to cheat.”


Marilyn stuck out her little finger. Now it was my turn to roll my eyes. Pinky swear. We’d been doing it since junior high.


“Challenge accepted,” I said.


Thanksgiving Day was a month and a half away. Could we really drop a bad habit by then? And replace it with a new one?


The next morning I poured my cereal and picked up the milk carton only to discover it was empty.


“I can’t eat cereal without milk,” I muttered. Then I caught myself, not believing the first words out of my mouth that day took the form of a complaint.


“Great,” I said, talking to the cat. “Can’t even start the day right.”


And there it was: complaint number two.


“This is going to be harder than I thought,” I said, searching the desk shelves for a notebook. “Why can’t I ever find what I need when I need it?”


Welcome to my world, complaints three and four.


I grabbed the phone and dialed Marilyn’s number.


“What’s up?” she asked, way too perky for early morning.


“I’ve been awake fifteen minutes and all I’ve done is complain,” I complained. “This is hard!”


“No kidding. Jim forgot to make the coffee last night — his job — and I had to wait ten minutes for the pot to brew.”


“Did you write that down?”


Marilyn laughed. “Can’t find a notebook.”


“Neither can I!”


“Okay — quick — what are you thankful for?” she asked.


“I’m talking on the phone with my best friend and the cat is purring in my lap. What about you?”


“I’m drinking coffee in a warm kitchen and about to go work out,” Marilyn answered. “See? This won’t be so hard after all.”


But it was hard. Hard to believe I complained so much about trivial things. Hard to believe I wasn’t more thankful for my family, my friends, and my health. My mind kept wandering back to the homeless woman, and I caught myself saying little prayers for her.


BookTalk met at my house the first week of November. In preparation, I cleaned and cooked and complained. But I recorded the blessings, too: my husband cheerfully moved furniture to accommodate thirty women; the cheesecakes I baked were perfect; my friends in the book club complimented my beautiful home — and I realized they were right.


As weeks passed, I noticed my notebook recorded more blessings than complaints. Marilyn reported the same phenomenon. That’s not to say we didn’t complain — we did. Just not as much. Maybe the complaints dwindled because we realized we had so much to be thankful for.


The Monday after Thanksgiving, Marilyn and I met for coffee again, comparing stories of the holiday weekend and sharing what we’d written in the pages of our notebooks.


“It’s interesting,” Marilyn said. “I don’t complain as much now. And when I do, the complaints sound more like problem statements than whining.”


“I feel better about myself, too. And about life in general.” I took a sip of creamy latte. “I guess we owe that homeless woman a bushel of gratitude, don’t we?”


“Yeah,” Marilyn said. “We sure do.”


~Ruth Jones
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Finding My Joy


Joy is a flower that blooms when you do.


~Author Unknown


I have a confession to make. I lose things all the time. You know my type. I’m the lady who drives out of the restaurant parking lot with her take-out on the roof of the car. The one who leaves the windows open during thunderstorms. The one who needs three duplicate sets of keys hidden in rocks and crevices all over her property.


By now I’ve even lost track of how many things I’ve lost.


I’d like to blame it on the fact that I’m a mom to six children. Or to pretend it’s the stress of home-schooling that causes my forgetfulness. Plus, I’ve got the added responsibilities that come with being a pastor’s wife. All good reasons, don’t you think? But the truth is, I was this way long before we married, started a family, entered the ministry or taught the first home-school lesson.


If you ran into me on the street, you’d never guess I’m so scatterbrained. I can do a pretty good imitation of competence. But chances are I’m probably standing there doing a figurative head scratch while I ask myself the question: What was I doing again?


See what I mean? Even my train of thought gets lost.


People like me need a strategy for coping with such forgetfulness, and I’ve developed an excellent one, if I do say so myself. It’s very simple. I never panic when something goes missing and I never look for it. My theory, however unscientific, is that it will turn up the minute I stop searching for it.


Library books, driver’s license, car keys, cell phone, birth certificate, wallet, plane tickets — you name it, I’ve lost it. I’ve also found every single item, because eventually this stuff resurfaced. Granted, sometimes it took as long as three years, but still. I found the things I lost. Every time. Without fail.


My theory worked like a charm.


Until the day it didn’t. That was the day I lost something and couldn’t find it again.


I lost my joy.


As usual, I waited a while for it to return. But as the weeks passed, I began to panic. I wondered how long it would be before I felt happy again. In place of light, there was darkness. Anxiety rooted in my heart where contentment used to live.


As the weeks turned into long months, I struggled to ignore the depression that was bearing down and smothering me. I knew it was one of those things women may experience after childbirth, but my baby was six months old. Exercise, sunshine, even a trip to my doctor wasn’t helping my heavy heart. Given that I used to look forward to each new day, this change was a hard pill to swallow.


I tried to grit my teeth and power through until the fog lifted and the burden eased. After all, everyone has bad days now and then, right? In the meantime, I spent a lot of time sitting on the bathroom floor, leaning against the tub and crying while the bath water ran.


I had to do something.


So I did the one thing I’d never done before, and went out in search of what I’d lost.


I started by closing my eyes and praying for joy. Only then did I begin to see where it had been hiding. It was first spotted in the pages of my Bible. Then later, I found it in the rocking chair with my baby in my lap, and even more when I felt my toddler’s arms around my neck.


The fog began to lift. After that, when I learned how to say no, the clouds cleared and the sun came out. I realized my older children didn’t have to be in organized sports if it meant extra stress. My seven-year-old could learn Spanish in high school as opposed to the first grade. The house didn’t have to be perfectly clean. I could let go of the smaller things to gain much greater things.


Little by little, it came back.


Joy.


Contentment.


Peace.


And a truly grateful heart.


Of course, I still lose things all the time. Just the other day I lost a prescription on the way to get it filled, the dog’s medication, and the check register.


I still use my old theory and say with a shrug, “Eh. It’ll resurface eventually.”


But I use my new theory, too. I search with eyes shut and hands folded in prayer.


Because if it’s really something I need, I know God will bring it back to me.


~Debra Mayhew


[image: image]




[image: image]


My Own Happiness Project


Happiness is an attitude. We either make ourselves miserable, or happy and strong. The amount of work is the same.


~Francesca Reigler


When you find yourself sobbing unexpectedly in a bookstore, you know something’s wrong with your life.


I was snuggled into a puffy chair, focused on the book in my lap, Gretchen Rubin’s The Happiness Project. It told the story of the author’s yearlong journey to examine her life and make happiness-promoting changes recommended by scientists, philosophers, popular culture, and friends.


As I read the opening pages, I found myself nodding, relating to her ideas. She warned readers that her experience was unique, but I saw reflections of myself in her personality, her marriage style, and her interests. I read quickly and eagerly, thinking I could improve my life, too, and suddenly I was stirred by a long-forgotten feeling, hope.


When my husband and friend found me, I was a sniffling, emotional mess with tears soaking my cheeks. I was overwhelmed not only by a desire for change, but also the realization that I was ready to succeed. I pulled myself together and clutched the book possessively on my way to the checkout counter.


Over the next few weeks I savored the author’s words, sometimes reading in bed or in a coffee shop, always with a pencil and paper nearby for notetaking. After I finished, I spent hours sitting at the desk in my study, designing my own happiness project. I considered what happiness meant to me and decided what behaviors to change or keep, how I would make that happen, and what attitudes I would cultivate. It looked like a lot to take on, but I had a plan. Getting more sleep, making time to relax with my husband, seeing my friends frequently — all these could be accomplished by better time management, right?


Not so fast. The moment I put my plan into action, I was immediately reminded that if it was all so easy, I’d have done it long ago. Sure, some changes were manageable, but I still only had twenty-four hours a day. If I wanted to expand time for my goals, I had to cut other priorities. How was I supposed to say no when everything was important?


Despite that struggle, life began to change — but not because I’d mastered time. I’ll probably always wrestle with the clock. Instead things were looking up mainly because of two attitudes I embraced regardless of what was on my calendar: gratitude and presence.


Gratitude and I go way back. We’re like old friends who rarely see each other but always click when they do. Years ago, I’d started a gratitude journal, recording little joys like mint mochas and scented lotion as well as thankfulness for life-defining things like good health and loving relationships. At first I wrote often, then less so as time passed. I didn’t give gratitude much thought until years later, when major surgery reminded me how much I needed it. There was nothing like being mostly helpless for months to remind me to appreciate the things I still could do.


The lessons of that time never left me, but, just like my attention to the journal, they faded into the background as life directed my attention elsewhere. It was time for another reminder.


I was running through my gym’s parking lot during a rainstorm, preoccupied as usual. As I entered the gym, the desk clerk asked how I was.


“I’m soaked,” I complained. “It’s pouring out there!”


Instead of commiserating, he asked me an unexpected question. “Do you like the rain?”


I was taken aback. Actually, I had always liked rain. I thought it was comforting, loved its sound, appreciated that it made everything so lushly green. Why was I complaining?


“Yeah, actually, I do,” I said, feeling thankful he’d made me think about it. It was a simple moment, but it was an effective reminder that cultivating gratitude is like cultivating a friendship. The more effort I put into appreciating and acknowledging it, the more rewarded I feel.


To keep gratitude in my daily life, I started playing a game called “five things.” I think of five things to be thankful for in the moment, with no generic answers allowed. Instead of “I’m grateful for my health,” I’ll say, “I’m grateful my leg feels well enough today to exercise.” This game is particularly helpful when worry sidetracks me, such as when I’m driving home from my job, pointlessly dwelling on workday problems. To distract myself, I focus on five current things to be grateful for, for example, a project finished early, praise from my boss, a favorite song on the radio, a storybook-blue sky ideal for a late-afternoon walk, and the fact that my husband will be cooking his famously mouthwatering hamburgers that night.


Playing “five things,” with its emphasis on what’s right, right now, works well with its companion attitude — presence. It wasn’t until I started making an effort to live in the moment that I realized how much time I’d spent fretting over past actions or worrying about future events. After struggling for years with anxiety, I was shocked to find that eliminating stress was often as simple as focusing on the present. You can’t wander into traffic if you’ve stopped to smell the roses.


I discovered something delightful, too — like scissors cutting paper or rock crushing scissors, presence quashes worry. If I’m truly in the moment, I’m not worrying. I’m too busy taking action or having fun. If I start to worry, I can stop it by assigning a time to take the next step to solve the problem and then letting it go until it’s time to act. If there’s nothing I can do, I skip straight to letting it go. I’ve found it’s not bad situations that sour my life, it’s the related worrying that’s most toxic.


I’m not saying I’m always happy. Interpreting my world through a prism of gratitude and presence takes practice, and sometimes I need reminders. Recently I was grumping around the house, knowing I should exercise but feeling uninspired. My right leg, which has periodically bothered me since my surgery, was aching.


“I need motivation help,” I said to my husband, Frank, who had just gotten home from work. “Will you go on a walk with me?”


“I can’t,” he said. “My foot’s hurting again, and I need to get off my feet.”


I must have looked disappointed, because he glanced at me and said, “You look sad! You can’t be sad! You’re happy now, remember?”


I smiled at the fantasy that I could eliminate all unhappiness. Still, even as I complained that I’d been putting off exercise for days, and you can’t just do that — sure you can, the King of the Couch argued — my perspective was changing. Frank’s comment reminded me that point of view is a decision I make. With that reminder, I knew I was going to walk. I’d appreciate the fresh air, the cold, clear sky, and my ability to take each step through the neighborhood. As I put on my walking shoes and my winter coat, I felt better already. Grateful. Happy.


~Alaina Smith
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The Color of Happiness


I would not waste my life in friction when it could be turned into momentum.


~Frances Willard


After nine years of indecisiveness, I finally decided to paint our home’s entryway and hallway. At least, “indecisiveness” was the explanation I gave. But, looking around the other painted and decorated rooms of our home I finally realized there were many other reasons it took me so long to decide on a color for these supposedly welcoming areas of our home.


Moving away from my hometown with my new husband, I had entered our home — a blank slate at the time as we were its first owners — feeling overwhelmed by the fact that I knew no one in this new town and had no idea how I would decorate the three bedrooms, two bathrooms, kitchen, breakfast nook, and living room. I so badly wanted our house to feel like a home, but at that time, it all felt so foreign — marriage, living on my own for the first time, a puppy. I was so terribly homesick, that for a little while, I was convinced that we would move back to my hometown and away from this overwhelming house.


Yet, over the next couple of years, our bedroom was painted, as was the bathroom (twice), the breakfast nook and kitchen (also twice), and ultimately our firstborn’s room. Our son’s room was beautiful, with a light green chair rail, light brown walls, jungle-themed bedding. His room was the most welcoming in the house. I always kept the entryway and hallway on my “to do” list, but our second baby (and beautiful room) and two jobs later, lack of time always seemed to be the excuse not to finish this project.


Over those years, my once close relationship with my parents cooled for a variety of reasons, their health began to decline, and their visits to my home became less frequent. The rejection stung, so to avoid feeling the pain of this loss, I busied myself with my children, housework, and other activities and put the entryway and hallway project on the back burner. It just seemed easier to do that than make a decision on paint — or to deal with my feelings.


After a couple of years, I realized I could no longer bury my feelings of rejection, hurt and loss, and sought the help of a counselor, who guided me through a process where I ultimately found happiness — and began to focus more inwardly on my own family, and less outwardly toward the family I once had.


And then one day, upon returning home from picking up my son from school, we walked into the house, and I realized how unwelcoming it looked to us — the white walls, the lack of pictures, and the lack of warm window coverings. It was as though — through the pain, rejection, depression and more — my feelings didn’t allow me to take the final steps to making our house a home. It was as though I was waiting for my parents to tell me that they were planning to visit, and walk into that entryway again — which was the “perfect” excuse I was seeking to finally finish this project. But, my journey toward acceptance — accepting that my parents may never visit my home again, that I may never be fully accepted by them again, that my husband and children were the most important members of my family — finally revealed what I needed to do: paint away the past and look forward to a beautiful future with my family.


It seemed that my husband was just as excited about this final transition. He happily helped me paint over those white walls, removed the white blinds from the windows in preparation for warm colored curtains, and reveled in the transformation that our home underwent, with a simple coat of paint — “Harvest Brown.” It was then that I realized that it didn’t take me nine years to decide on a color — it took me nine years to finally look inside my home for happiness, and not outside of it.


~Heather McGowan
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The Lucky One


A daughter is the happy memories of the past, the joyful moments of the present, and the hope and promise of the future.


~Author Unknown


Our daughter is a child of the Army. Her mother is an Army nurse; I am an Army lawyer — a “JAG” officer. Through three individual deployments to Afghanistan and Iraq I’ve learned that our greatest path to happiness is the unifying joy of our five-year-old, who over the course of many trials and separations continues to redeem us — she is what makes us lucky.


Emma was born in January 2006, during a bitterly cold upstate New York winter, ten days before I deployed to Afghanistan. Five months later her mother was deployed there also. Emma landed, like so many other military children, with her grandparents, the youngest resident of the Bethany Village retirement community in Mechanicsburg, Pennsylvania, the ward of my eighty-six-year-old father and seventy-seven-year-old mother. She became one of the community’s most popular residents, the instant delight of grandmothers and grandfathers alike, who are drawn to the youth and smiles of a five-month-old.


It is difficult to articulate the all-consuming guilt a parent feels when leaving an infant behind. It was particularly hard on her mother. Of course we chose this life, despite its inconveniences and separations, out of a genuine belief that military service was something that mattered — to be part of the large moral reserve where values like sacrifice, honor, selflessness, and integrity still matter. Our fidelity to those values would be dearly tested. If you have ever left a baby behind for a combat zone… well, it just isn’t easy.
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