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“I have learned that the greatest joy and happiness comes from what we do to enrich other people’s lives and our own spiritual lives. Living Life as a Thank You shows you how to connect with other people from a place of thankfulness, which in turn promotes greater harmony and happiness for all.”

—Marla Maples, actress, television host, 
and spiritual motivator

 




“Living Life as a Thank You is a healing guidebook for people looking to bring more gratitude—as well as more joy and stronger social connections—into their lives. It reminds us that life is not a rehearsal, but something to be celebrated and savored to the fullest. I am convinced that if readers take even one small gratitude practice from this book they will bring greater happiness into their lives while contributing to the greater good. Inspirational and spiritual, this book is a great how-to companion for people following the science of appreciation.”

—Christine Carter, Ph.D., executive director of the 
Greater Good Science Center at UC Berkeley and author of 
Raising Happiness and The Other Side of Silence


 



“Twenty years ago, we gathered friends together to write about, talk about, and do Random Acts of Kindness, and from this small group a kindness movement was born that circled the globe. With Living Life as a Thank You, Nina and Mary Beth have tapped into something just as deep and powerful that can truly transform people’s lives—our deep and abiding need to feel and live from a place of gratitude.”

—Will Glennon, founder, The Random Acts of Kindness 
Foundation and author of Practice Random Acts of Kindness


 



“This book will put a smile on your face and a lift in your step, and give you plenty of reminders that saying ‘thanks’ costs nothing, but delivers a lot!”

—Jan Yanehiro, Emmy-winning broadcaster 
and author of This is Not the Life I Ordered


 



“Thank you, thank you, thank you for Living Life as a Thank You. I am grateful for the inspiring stories, the simple, clear exercises with profound results, and the empowering reminder that an attitude of gratitude boosts self-esteem, well-being, and appreciation for the precious gifts that fill our days. This is a must-read for everyone who desires peace and happiness.”

—Susyn Reeve, author of Choose Peace & Happiness


 



“In our day and age, the daily practice of gratitude and acceptance is arguably the most important spiritual routine we should all embrace. Nina Lesowitz and Mary Beth Sammons found an entertaining and wonderful way to make it easy for us to live life as one big thank you!”

—Gahl Eden Sasson, author of A Wish Can Change Your Life








To Martin, Mara, and Jaime, who give me lots of 
reasons to say thank you every day


 



—Nina Lesowitz

 



 



 




To Caitlin, Thomas, and Emily, who let me share my 
love daily, with gratitude


 



—Mary Beth Sammons
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FOREWORD
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I’ve received so many wonderful e-mails and notes from folks who have read on the news that my husband, Bob, is back in Iraq and Afghanistan three years after his injury in Balad from a roadside bomb. So many people have been so supportive of his desire to go back in honor of those who have served, who are serving, and who have returned from the wars injured or different.

I’ve subconsciously waited for this day to come for almost two years now, once I realized Bob would recover enough to go back to the work he loves. I give thanks that he can pursue his dreams again.

During the last three years, a lot has changed in our family. I’d like to believe that the personal tragedy has transformed in time to a testament of the resilience of the human spirit—our spirits, and the souls of the thousands of people who have come into our lives as blessing. For this I am grateful.

I have decided to live life out of that place of gratitude. I won’t live my life worrying that lightning will strike twice. I’ve already been reminded just how precious it is. As Bob says often to me, if I worry about safety or danger, “You could step off the curb in Manhattan and get hit by a bus.” And he is right. Life is unpredictable. It’s impossible to script. In fact it’s perfectly imperfect.

I have been honored to meet so many individuals and families who are facing their own challenges that life has hurled at them.

It makes me think twice about the blessings that have come into our lives. They include: my children; family, faith, and friends. I’m also thankful for the chance to advocate on behalf of the brain-injured community and our wounded service members. The communities of those who have struggled or made a journey have taught me much. They’ve taught me about the ability to let go and understand we are not in control, and the ability to focus on the little things and sometimes go day by day. For this I am very grateful.

Through all this, I have learned about the power of  thankfulness. Those of you who are facing challenges in your lives will want to read about the power of staying thankful in difficult times. Living Life as a Thank You is a must-read for discovering how gratitude can create happiness in our lives.

The book serves as a guide for bringing to our awareness the things for which we can still be grateful, and this helps evoke joy in the midst of uncertainty. The book also shows us, powerfully, that by giving thanks and giving to others out of that gratitude, we will feel as if we have more than we thought we did.

Gratitude isn’t always easy to come by, especially in challenging times. Living Life as a Thank You offers some practical techniques to help us get in touch with the parent of all virtues—gratefulness. It is guaranteed to help you cultivate gratitude and be genuinely thankful.

 



Lee Woodruff

 




Lee Woodruff’s career as a bestselling author was launched with In an Instant, a memoir she co-wrote with her husband, journalist Bob Woodruff, after he suffered a nearly fatal head injury while embedded with troops in Iraq in 2006. Her second book, a collection of autobiographical essays called Perfectly Imperfect: A Life in Progress, delivers a collection of almost 20 essays about juggling life as a busy mom to four kids, a loving wife, a  daughter of aging parents, a friend, and a real-life person who doesn’t always have the answers. Contact Lee at www.leewoodruff.com or through the Bob Woodruff Foundation at www.Remind.org.






INTRODUCTION
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Imagine living as if each day were a gift. Imagine that everywhere you went people smiled and said, “Thank you,” and you in turn were filled with joy and gratitude from the moment you woke up until you hit the pillow at night, your heart filled with joy, your mind still and calm. Just imagine, a world without grumbling, a world where everyone is happy and grateful for where they are.

Tired of walking around with a hole in your heart? Need more inspiration?

Studies show—and experts counsel—that gratitude is a key component for personal happiness. People who are  grateful about specific things in their past, who celebrate the triumphs, instead of focusing on losses or bitter disappointments, tend to be more satisfied in the present. In the popular book The Secret, author Rhonda Byrne writes: “With all that I have read and all that I have experienced in my own life using the Secret, the power of gratitude stands above everything else. If you do only one thing with the knowledge of the book, use gratitude until it becomes your way of life.”

Cultivating an attitude of gratitude goes beyond giving thanks on holidays or for gifts.

When we practice daily thankfulness, we have the potential to transform our reality. And when we give thanks for the unexpected good, we are setting a life energy in motion to produce all that is good.

The buzz about the power of gratitude is overwhelmingly positive. Jeffrey Zaslow, a columnist for the Wall Street Journal, recently wrote that there may be a positive byproduct of the troubled economic times that followed the 2008 stock market dive: a decrease in the urge to complain. “People who still have jobs are finding reasons to be appreciative. It feels unseemly to complain about not getting a raise when your neighbor is unemployed,” he wrote. “Homeowners are unhappy that home values have fallen, but it’s a relief to avoid foreclosure.”

Indeed, in these times of economic woes, gratitude is popping up everywhere. Turn on the TV. We listened as  a career coach on The Today Show advised job seekers to put the words “Thank you” in their job search tool kit, declaring that the key to distinguishing oneself from the masses is to send a thank-you note. Or click onto Facebook, the popular social networking site, and check out the gratitude groups, where hundreds of people log on each day to give thanks for everything from the sun rising that morning to their neighborhood dog park. Cathy, of Greenville, South Carolina, wrote: “I am grateful for a bark park to take my dog-children to, so I picked up extra poop and trash this morning.” Mary, from Philadelphia, wrote: “I am so grateful for the beautiful snow outside.”

Gratitude floats our boats and has us doing all kinds of things inspired by joy. Gratitude can help us transform our fears into courage, our anger into forgiveness, our isolation into belonging, and another’s pain into healing. Saying “Thank you” every day will create feelings of love, compassion and hope.

Gratitude makes us healthier. Experts now tell us that giving thanks makes us happier and more resilient, and it strengthens our relationships and reduces our stress. When we give thanks, we feel more connected to the flow of life, and less alone in our struggles and fears. “To bless whatever there is, and for no other reason but simply because it is, that is what we are made for as human beings,” David Steindl-Rast writes in Gratefulness, the Heart of Prayer: An Approach to Life in Fullness.

When gratitude rules, grumbles dissolve. Last spring, a Kansas City, Missouri, minister launched a nonprofit organization to put an end to complaining. Rev. Will Bowen created A Complaint Free World Inc., distributing almost 6 million purple bracelets emblazoned with the group’s name. When wearers find themselves complaining, they’re asked to switch bracelets to their other wrists. The goal is to go 21 days without having to switch.

Grateful for tough times? You betcha, says Rev. Bowen, who believes the bad economy may be just the catalyst we need to reevaluate our lives. “In good times, people often take for granted what they have, and whine about what they don’t have,” he says. “Bad times make people more grateful.”

The fact is that the art of living—for that is what we speak about when we speak of gratitude—isn’t something that comes naturally to most people. We need to work intentionally to increase the intensity, duration, and frequency of positive, grateful feelings.

In Living Life as a Thank You: The Transformative Power of Gratitude in Your Life, we have asked dozens of people to clue us in to the secret to cultivating gratitude in our lives. In addition to the inspiring stories of individuals who are focused on a strategy of thankfulness to bring about abundant living, we have also included practices throughout the book to help you get started, or to remind you to take the time to recognize the blessings in your life.

As guides to what we talk about as “great-full” living, we take you inside the hearts and minds of people who have tapped into the power of gratitude in their lives. Some came by their enlightenment through an epiphany moment, some through years of training, and others by pure serendipity.

We hope you’ll be inspired by the incredible stories in this book. Sometimes, all it takes is one wise person to lead the way. If we listen closely to someone who has come back from the brink, we can learn from them. Without fail, those people teach us to appreciate what we currently take for granted.

We are grateful to the people who shared their stories in this book. They come from all walks of life with completely different stories to tell, yet they all managed to find some measure of happiness and peace in their lives.

In ancient Roman times, Cicero said, “Gratitude is not only the greatest of virtues, but the parent of all the others.” Having an attitude of gratitude is not new advice, but in our fast-paced 21st-century lives, we need extra reminders to get in touch with the essence of life before our lives fast-forward to our final days.

 



With great-fullness, 
Nina and Mary Beth






CHAPTER ONE

THANK-YOU POWER: STAY WELL
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Don’t be concerned about being disloyal to your pain by being joyous.

—Pir Vilayat Inayat Khan

 



 



 



 



 



 



We are living in groundbreaking, defining times, when most of us find ourselves uncertain about how we are going to navigate what lies ahead.

However, the promise of the new is on the horizon, making this an ideal time to reevaluate how we envision our lives and the spirit with which we face bumps in the road.

Wherever you are, we have discovered that of all the tools to combat depression, anxiety, negativity, and physical or emotional illness, gratitude is the most effective—and the easiest—method. Just like mastering the craft of  writing, or learning as a student in school, we need to practice expressing gratitude for life.

Certainly, more and more these days, many of us are discovering the healing power of gratitude. It empowers us to transform challenges into opportunities. Internet social networks and blogs are abuzz with the idea of gratitude as healer. Humanity is coming to recognize the logic that it is impossible to be grateful and hateful (or angry, sad, or discouraged) at the same time.

Gratitude promotes healing, harmony, peace, and joy. It encourages forgiveness, patience, and goodwill. It is a path that opens the opportunity for us to act on the good in our lives. Science backs this up. Sonja Lyubomirsky, professor of psychology at the University of California, Riverside, says we need to make gratitude a daily practice, and it will bring healing properties to our lives.

Other experts agree.

Practicing gratitude is like exercising, says Robert Emmons, professor of psychology at the University of California, Davis. Use it, and you won’t lose it, even when times are tough, as they are for many folks right now.

Both Lyubomirsky and Emmons agree: those who practice an attitude of gratitude have lower risks for many health disorders, including depression and high blood pressure.

Practicing gratitude in these systematic ways changes people by changing brains that are “wired for negativity,  for noticing gaps and omissions,” Emmons says. “When you express a feeling, you amplify it. When you express anger, you get angrier; when you express gratitude, you become more grateful.”




GRATITUDE: THE KEY TO KICKING ADDICTION 
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In saying “Thank you,” this author found his way back to himself and to what most matters in his life.


Gratitude is the intention to count your blessings every day, every minute, while avoiding, whenever possible, the belief that you need or deserve different circumstances.

—Timothy Miller



The battle to kick an addiction is one that often creates chaos in the lives of everyone around. Even if you have never been affected by the devastation of a loved one’s addiction to alcohol, illegal drugs, or prescription medication, you may know that substance abusers often replace one addiction with another. It may be food, shopping, gambling, or another drug of choice. The key to moving ahead, after battling demons and experiencing the trauma of detox, lies in ongoing support and help—and a new outlook to prevent relapse and jump-start a sober life anew.


In this story, Alan Kaufman, author of the critically acclaimed memoir Jew Boy and the novel Matches, reveals his descent into and recovery from alcoholism. Kaufman, whose book The Outlaw Bible of American Poetry was featured on the cover of the New York Times Book Review and whose poetry was instrumental in the development of the Spoken Word movement in literature, shows us how he turned to the practice of gratitude to help power his way through recovery. In finding what he was grateful for in life, he found himself again, and is keeping himself addiction free.


 



Most mornings, Alan Kaufman admits, he doesn’t bounce out of bed happy. On the contrary, he is more likely to wake up grumpy. As a recovering alcoholic, he knows that many alcoholics are predisposed to negativity and self-pity. So when Alan wakes up, he has to consciously make an effort to lighten and brighten his mood, and push away the heaviness. He purposefully cultivates a strategy that is commonly recommended to those in recovery—he focuses on what he is most grateful for in his life.

And that vital tool is giving thanks. “If we hang around resentment, it is deadly,” he explains. “Gratitude is my life raft.”

These days, even if he isn’t bouncing out of bed, at least he’s grateful that he is waking up in one. When he first went into recovery almost 20 years ago, this acclaimed novelist  and award-winning editor was living on the streets.

Raised in the Bronx, Alan had two close friends and three cousins die from heroin overdoses. And alcoholism ran in his family as well. Desperate to escape what seemed to be his destiny, he enrolled in college and focused on his dream of becoming a writer. But drinking and writing were inseparable to him—it was a badge of honor to drink, and drink heavily. Despite that, Alan managed to attend the graduate program in creative writing at Columbia University, home to a number of famous writers, and he held two executive jobs for nonprofit organizations.

He recalls those days—working hard and partying hard. Once, at a faculty party at Columbia, Alan encountered one person who wasn’t drinking. “This sober person came up to me and told me that he had heard I was a very good writer,” recalls Alan. “I was completely drunk, but I do remember him pointing at my glass of whiskey and saying, ‘That is going to stand in your way.’ ”

Alan ignored the messenger. Instead, he fell into a downward spiral during this stressful period in his life. He was editing magazines, trying to raise money for foundations, and living with terrible uncertainty about his baby daughter’s health.

“For the first time in my life, I was terrified,” recalls Alan. “The stress of that time precipitated a spinout.”

He adds: “I couldn’t stop. I would vow, No more, but then find myself blacked out in doorways at four A.M. For  three months, my life was like a hurricane had swept me away.”

He employed many excuses in order to cope. When he passed a junkie eating out of a dumpster, he would console himself with the thought At least I’m not doing that. The next week, when he found himself eating someone’s trash, he would think At least I’m not lying on the street. The following week, when he woke up in the street, he would think At least I’m not lying in the gutter.

His wife and child left him and moved out of the country. He lost one of his jobs, and then the other. After his unemployment checks terminated and he ran out of places to “couch-surf,” he slept on the street. But his rationalizations continued. I’m like George Orwell researching ‘Down and Out in Paris and London,’ he told himself.

Then one day, Alan called a friend whom he hadn’t talked to since graduate school and poured out his story. His friend put his wife on the phone, who told Alan to get in a cab and come immediately to their brownstone in Brooklyn Heights, where they were waiting on the steps. “This friend was a hugely successful screenwriter, and his wife, who was five months pregnant, was a recovering alcoholic who hadn’t had a drink in five years,” he remembers. “She asked me, ‘Have you ever considered the possibility that you could stop drinking?’ ”

That one question triggered a lot of soul searching for the first time in Alan’s life.

“A part of me wanted to lose everything,” he recalls. “All my illusions were gone. I was no longer a highpowered executive, a parent, a writer. And when my identity was stripped to the core, I found not a great luminous truth, but only the realization that I wanted to kill myself. It was always a torment to be me, and the medicine I used to allow me to live in my skin was alcohol.”

He attended his first recovery meeting and a lightbulb went on.

“People looked happy, they looked sane,” he says. They were talking about drinking in ways he had never heard before. No one was pressuring him, they just told their stories. These people had been self-annihilating drinkers but they realized that they could no longer live if they continued to drink. Alcohol had been their best friend and their best friend had betrayed them.

After a week of meetings, accompanied by tremors and hallucinations, Alan became aware of the possibility of recovery. He decided to move to San Francisco. A friend lent him money that he used to buy a Greyhound bus ticket. He put his few belongings in a garbage bag and went to the station in midtown Manhattan.


AN EPIPHANY MOMENT 

“As I was leaning against a pillar, I noticed an elderly woman, possibly eighty, leaning against another pillar with an identical garbage bag,” he recalls. “We had  both just stomped out our cigarette butts on the floor. I remember thinking that even though I’m an Ivy League graduate, there’s absolutely no difference between her and me. I felt a huge surge of love and a sense of gratitude. I had been brought to the level of common humanity and it was freeing in so many ways. That was the beginning of my healing.”
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