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Praise for The Grateful Life


“With inspiring stories and practical tips, The Grateful Life reminds us that gratitude is as much a part of a healthy lifestyle as diet and exercise. Practicing gratitude is like taking your vitamins—you don’t just take them when you’re sick; you also have to take them to stay healthy.”


—Janine Kovac, former editor of the Community Gratitude Journal for the Greater Good Science Center


“The most magnetic trait of all time is gratitude! Want to transform your outlook and your life? Read and enjoy The Grateful Life.”


—David Horsager, M.A., C.S.P., author of The Trust Edge: How Top Leaders Gain Faster Results, Deeper Relationships, and a Stronger Bottom Line


“Gratitude moves from idea to implementation. Substance pairs with serendipity in this practical and inspiring guide.”


—Mary Anne Radmacher, author of SHE and Live Boldly




Praise for the bestselling Living Life as a Thank You


“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 for all.”


—Marla Maples, actress, television host and spiritual motivator


“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.”


—Will Glennon, author of Practice Random Acts of Kindness


“I am grateful for the inspiring stories, the simple, clear exercises, and the inspiring reminder that an attitude of gratitude boosts self-esteem… This is a must read for everyone.”


—Susyn Reeve, author of Choose Peace & Happiness
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To my little grandchildren, Rylee and Tommy


—Mary Beth Sammons


To the captain of the S/V Gratitude, Martin Eggenberger


—Nina Lesowitz




INTRODUCTION


We are only said to be alive in those moments when our hearts are conscious of our treasures.


—Thornton Wilder


What if, upon resting your head on your pillow tonight, you asked yourself, “What is one thing I can’t stop smiling about that happened today?” What if you woke up to a text on your iPhone from your boss thanking you with a big “Wow, that was great” for the work you did the day before? Or what if you were having a really crummy day, running late and trying to hail a cab, and the stranger in the taxi line ahead of you said, “Here, I’m not in a hurry, you take this cab.” Or what if the clerk at the coffee shop handed you your regular skim latte saying, “It’s on the house—we appreciate seeing you every morning.”


Gratitude is like a beacon. Whenever and wherever someone takes the time to say they are grateful for who we are and what we do, or when we pause, sometimes in the middle of really cruddy circumstances, to say thanks for the blessings we have right now, it is a powerful form of grace. As author Anne Lamott says: “Life is a phenomenon. To have been born is a miracle. What are the odds? And to just go, ‘Wow, I don’t get it, but thank you. Thank you.’ ”


If you’re looking to create abundance in your life, we’ve got one suggestion: Be thankful, find the blessings, and practice feeling and expressing your gratitude for what you have right now, this very minute. The secret we’ve discovered: All things are possible when you develop an attitude of gratitude. Even in the darkest moments—you’ve been downsized, a flood has destroyed your home and all your belongings, doctors have just dealt you the C-word, a relative or close friend betrayed or used you—that is the time you need to stop and say, “Thank you, thank you for the strength, the courage it will take, the resilience, the change I am hoping for, and for the blessings that will help me come out the other side,” because, as hard as this trial or lesson is, you promise yourself to look for the small moments, the simple solutions, and notice the blessings that continue to surround you even in the toughest times.


The Grateful Life is the third in a trilogy that started with the bestselling book Living Life as a Thank You, a guide to setting the stage for transformation. We moved on to What Would You Do If You Knew You Could Not Fail?, about overcoming fears and obstacles. Finally, this book is about discovering—and realizing—one’s dreams though a positive attitude.


In 2009, we wrote Living Life as a Thank You: The Transformative Power of Daily Gratitude. At the time, the worst recession in decades was just swooping in, and chaos has seemed to erupt everywhere during the years that have followed: Sandy Hook Elementary School, the Boston Marathon bombings, Hurricane Sandy, Typhoon Haiyan. What is the world doing? Where is the meaning in suffering and insecurity? How, or why, should anyone be grateful?


In our interviews and research, we have discovered that a consistent practice of gratitude is the most effective way to connect to a sense of meaning. We offer stories here of resilience, reinvention, generosity, and joy, bookended by recent scientific studies that empirically prove gratitude can open the door to better health, well being, and abundance.


We include tips and inspiration from people of all races and religions who have tapped into a deeper spiritual experience and their ability to be grateful, to find blessings and meaning in the small moments, and to share the beauty that is all around, even in the most difficult and challenging of times. In embracing their gratitude, in holding their blessings like candles, they have found a way to heal their wounds. And for those who have not faced hardship, but feel a sense of disconnection or meaninglessness in their lives, these stories show how the only way to cultivate contentment is through gratitude.


Are we in the middle of a gratitude movement? Evidence suggests so, from comedian and late-night talk show host Jimmy Fallon and his hugely popular Thank You Notes, to the growing ranks of scientists who are studying how the feelings of gratitude improve physical health and emotional well-being, to people peppering their conversations and Tweets with “gratitude” or “gratefulness.”


Bookstore shelves, the blogosphere, and Pinterest are filled with odes to this powerful antidote to life’s challenges. Academic researchers, as well as mental health professionals, spiritual leaders, and others are also weighing in on the power of gratitude, pointing to scientific evidence showing that people who are more grateful tend to be happier, less isolated, less stressed, less depressed, and more satisfied with their lives, and to act with more generosity and compassion for others. Throughout this book, we’ve included the findings of scientists affiliated with the Greater Good Science Center at the University of California, Berkeley, the epicenter for research on happiness and gratitude, as well as descriptions of important studies that are taking place at Harvard University and other institutions right now.


Through years of personal practice, we have discovered that the simple act of saying “thank you” has provided us with greater fulfillment and meaning. This book contains inspiring stories from those who have used gratitude as a spiritual practice to rise out of adversity to new life, and it also shows how grateful living is central to the good life.


These stories underscore what scientists, spiritual leaders, and ordinary people leading extraordinary lives filled with gratefulness already know: Gratitude does not just happen. We are connected to others and to the power of gratefulness through a continuous acknowledgment of what we have going for us, in our lives, right now.


With gratitude,


Nina and Mary Beth




CHAPTER ONE


HOW GRATITUDE AND INTENTIONAL BEHAVIOR MOVE TO OUR HEARTS, CREATING BLESSINGS IN OUR LIVES


Man often becomes what he believes himself to be. If I keep on saying to myself that I cannot do a certain thing, it is possible that I may end by really becoming incapable of doing it. On the contrary, if I have the belief that I can do it, I shall surely acquire the capacity to do it even if I may not have it at the beginning.


—Mahatma Gandhi


The expression “the pursuit of happiness” implies that one has to look for—and chase after—that elusive condition labeled happiness. But somehow it always manages to stay just one step ahead. If only you could get a better job, make more money, lose weight, why, THEN you would be able to take more vacations, feel better and look better. Right? How about those “Whys?” that get in the way? “Why wasn’t I born lucky?” “Why did I contract this illness?” “Why did my co-worker get the promotion that I rightly deserved?” and so on, encompassing the entirety of human experiences. No, the cards are not always dealt fairly in life. But perhaps it is the act of asking those questions that is the true problem.


There are so many people (some of them profiled in this book!) who have overcome unfathomable hardships to achieve their dreams, cultivate contentment, and discover the meaning of happiness. Here’s a tip: Whatever your goal may be, nothing happens until you take action. Fantasizing about change, or hoping things will fall into place perfectly for us, is natural. However, it can keep us from taking the steps necessary to transform our outlook.


When you change your focus from what you think you need in order to be happy, and instead give thanks for what you already have, you will have unlocked the process that brings about an abundant and meaningful life. Thinking grateful thoughts rewires your brain and opens up pathways that allow you to take the steps necessary to fulfill your dreams.


Bronnie Ware, a former palliative nurse in Australia, wrote a blog post that was widely received around the world. In it, she recounts the five greatest regrets of the dying.


“ ‘I wished I had the courage to live a life true to myself, not the life others expected of me’ was the most common regret of all,” she wrote. “When people realize that their life is almost over and look back clearly on it, it is easy to see how many dreams have gone unfulfilled. Most people had not honored even half of their dreams and had to die knowing that it was due to choices they had made, or not made.”


If you are going to keep focusing on “Why?,” “What if?” and “Why me?,” which so many of us fall prey to, then one day you may regret it. However, if you take action now, and open your heart to thankfulness, you may avoid that fate and attain true, lasting happiness.


 


IN THE MIDST OF GRIEF: FINDING GRATITUDE THROUGH PLAY


The best way to express our gratitude for life is by being fully alive, not hiding from life in a corner, or watching life pass us by. The biggest fear we have is not the fear of dying, but the fear to be alive, to be ourselves, to say what we feel, to ask for what we want, to say yes when we want to say yes, and no when we want to say no. To express what is in our hearts is to be truly alive. If we pretend to be what we are not, how can we be truly alive?


—Don Miguel Ruiz


MARY BETH’S STORY


A life spent camping out at a hospital bedside, holding your elderly parent’s hand and your worries and stress for their illness in your heart and gut, can take a toll.


I know firsthand. During the last six years, I lived on call 24/7. It started with racing to the ER after emergency calls about my father, then my mother’s heart surgery and remarkable recovery, and a year later, suddenly and swiftly, her serious illness.


The fall of 2012 was the culmination of months of doctors’ appointments, followed by four months of showing up daily at my mother’s hospital bedside for the new punch of bad news from the latest battery of tests. It was a rigid and heartbreaking existence. It’s hard to keep smiling and joyful when you’re learning each day to let go. You wake up thinking the new test will nail what’s going on, but daily you feel like you are tethered to a rope that is fraying fast from a slippery slope.


In the end, after four months in two hospitals, the diagnosis: the serial killer cancer had stalked my mom as a target and won. In the dark GI lab at Loyola Medical Center, the doctor pulled me into “the room / closet” to tell me Mom had months to live, if that. The cancer was untreatable.


Where do you find gratefulness in that?


As someone who has spent a chunk of life in recent years immersed personally and professionally in the world of caregiving, I know there are volumes of books about how to care for yourself before the bubbling inferno of stress buys you a hospital bed too. I’ve written one and read most of them. But looking back now at the experience, as raw as it still is, I discovered what pulled me through, beyond my passionate commitment and deep-felt desire to be at both my parents’ sides helping them live to the end.


Play!


Play opened the path from brokenness to the search for light in every corner of every moment I was experiencing. It helped me tap into a new level of consciousness. Play unplugged my fear, letting me shed tears of sorrow and joy, and gave me hope and reverence for the precious moments spent at my parent’s sides.


Let me be up-front and reveal that I didn’t discover play purposefully. It actually happened by accident. But it turns out that play opens the door to bliss and to gratefulness. According to Kathy Sprinkle, founder of BlissHabits.com, adventure and play are one of the 13 habits to uncover what you are grateful for and thus turn up your bliss. Here is how I tapped into the power of play to discover what I am most grateful for during a sad time marked by leavings and letting go.


At heart, I’m a preschooler, and I was lucky to have a pint-sized companion at my side: my granddaughter, Rylee, who just turned 3. In the middle of this world of caring for my parents toward the ends of their lives, Rylee’s parents lived with me before and for a short while after her birth. How wonderful it was that the empty nest I was preparing for as my youngest left for college never came to fruition. It is hard to imagine my life before Rylee and the joy she brought during a challenging time.


For the last three years, during the chaos and challenges of my parents’ health crises, I sneaked time to play, taking Rylee to weekly story time at Barnes & Noble and on multiple treks to the dolphin show at the Shedd Aquarium, splashing in the fountains at the Chicago Botanic Garden, picnicking at the park, and, as the wind chill hovered in the single digits in Chicago, ice skating—our new adventure.


In the middle of being surprised by dolphins jumping and spinning in the air, of tossing my shoes and running barefoot in the garden fountain, and of sitting cross-legged listening to the story-time “teacher” share the latest antics of Fancy Nancy, a part of me lost in the sorrow and worry disappeared. In its place, I rediscovered the joy that play opens in our lives. Suddenly, I could see all of what was going on—caring for and loving both my parents as they lived their last moments, and spending time filled with the pure wonder of a toddler, opened me up to a gratefulness I had never known before.


Play shifted my lens. It filled me with memories of my childhood and spending times just like this with both my parents, who introduced me to the sheer pleasure of holding a good book and entering a new world through its pages. I was grateful for parents who let me gather my friends and build a tree house in our backyard. It became a childhood home-away-from-home sanctuary for the 60 kids under 12 on our block. I remembered with thankfulness my mom driving me and my friends to the skating rink, where most winters we practically lived all day, racing around the track and sipping hot chocolate.


I discovered, as Melody Beattie says, how play and gratitude unlock the fullness of life. “It turns what we have into enough, and more,” she says. “It turns denial into acceptance, chaos to order, confusion to clarity. It can turn a meal into a feast, a house into a home, a stranger into a friend. Gratitude makes sense of our past, brings peace for today, and creates a vision for tomorrow.”


Through play, I could let go with love of the fact that my parents would no longer physically be a part of my life. But I learned that they would live on in the books they had taught me to love, in the spirit of playfulness, and in the joy that Rylee would bring to my life as I watched her discover herself and her creativity through play.


And guess what. Apparently these opportunities to be playful are just what the doctors ordered. When it comes to stress, more giggles and playfulness are the antidote, according to Stuart Brown, founder of the National Institute for Play.


Play can’t take away the stress or worry about a loved one, but data is mounting about the positive things it can do.


“Play is particularly important during periods that are sustainably stressful,” writes Brown, who also is the author of Play: How It Shapes the Brain, Opens the Imagination and Invigorates the Soul (Penguin). Based in Carmel, California, Brown’s nonprofit institute compiles research on play and provides speakers to discuss the importance of play with educational organizations and Fortune 500 companies.


Now, as my caregiving duties have transitioned to trying to gently care for the physical possessions of my parents and spending time on the phone on hold with life insurance companies, banks, and others to try to finalize what is final, I look back with greater understanding of how these small escapes were so vital.


I opened one of the boxes of my mom’s belongings yesterday to discover the folder filled with photos of Rylee my sister had printed out so she would be able to stay in touch with her great-granddaughter (the wonders of Facebook). Many of them are glimpses of these adventures.


Joy and gratefulness again, in the middle of a challenging task.


GRATEFUL LIFE PRACTICE


Find a way to add play into your life every day:


      •   Take a walk in the woods with your dogs.


      •   Make a trek to the park with a pint-sized pal, or hit the swings by yourself and tap into the joy within the child inside.


      •   Head for the beach and splash in the waves.


      •   Grab your ice skates and find a skating rink.


      •   Pull out the Scrabble board, or construct a puzzle.


      •   Register for a Zumba or dance class.









THE NETWORK FOR GRATEFUL LIVING


Philosophers as far back as the ancient Greeks and Romans cited gratitude as an indispensable human virtue, but social scientists and spiritual practitioners are just beginning to study how it develops and the effects it can have.


Brother David Steindl-Rast, a Benedictine monk, is considered the spiritual leader of the gratitude movement. Author of Gratefulness, the Heart of Prayer (Paulist Press) and A Listening Heart (Crossroad/Herder), he is also the founder of www.gratefulness.org. There, The Network for Grateful Living provides education and support for the practice of grateful living as a global ethic, inspired by Br. Steindl-Rast and his colleagues’ teaching.


The network maintains that gratefulness is “the full response to a given moment and all it contains.” It is “a universal practice that fosters personal transformation, cross-cultural understanding, interfaith dialogue, inter-generational respect, nonviolent conflict resolution, and ecological sustainability.”









 


IT’S MY BIRTHDAY, AND I CAN GIVE IF I WANT TO: HOW ONE WOMAN TURNED HER ANNUAL BASH INTO LIFE-ALTERING HOPE FOR ABANDONED BABIES AND CHILDREN


The Buddha taught that anyone who experiences the delight of being truly generous will never want to eat another meal without sharing it.


—Martha Beck


What did you do on your birthday? Did you dine with family and friends and bask in mutual affection and appreciation? Add 100 orphaned or abandoned young children to the mix, and that pretty much describes how Cristina Peczon, 43, has spent her birthday for almost 20 years. Cristina began feeding these infants, toddlers, and preschoolers at the White Cross Children’s home in San Juan, Metro Manila, Philippines, on August 17, 1994. Although she now resides in the Southern California city of Mission Viejo with her husband and two young children, the tradition continues.


A former news anchor, broadcast journalist, and talk show host for the Philippines’ leading TV network, GMA 7, and the government TV station RPN9, Cristina stated, “As you can imagine, living with your eyes glued to the screen in a Third World country isn’t always a pretty picture.” In this developing country, thousands of children grow up in orphanages, as their destitute parents simply cannot afford to care for them.


Incredibly, of the approximately 34 million children under the age of 18 in the Philippines, more than 2 million are orphans. And Super Typhoon Haiyan—the most devastating typhoon known to humankind, which crashed ashore on November 8, 2013, killing more than 6,000 people and leaving more than 4 million homeless—added more displaced and bereaved children to those numbers.


Since its founding in 1937, White Cross has provided temporary shelter for almost 7,000 children from newborn to age six. According to their website, 263 children have been adopted and are now living in countries around the world. For the majority who don’t find “forever homes,” the donations of time and money from volunteers and benefactors are often lifesaving, since White Cross does not receive any government aid or foreign funding.


Typically, orphanages are understaffed and depend on volunteers to supplement the attention and affection crucial to these children’s social, physical, and emotional development. For Cristina, knowing that she is helping in some small way is the best birthday gift of all. Here is her story.


“One summer, just a week before my birthday, my boyfriend of three years broke up with me. I was crushed. In my mid-20s, I thought that he was ‘the one,’ ” she explains. “I moped for days, more so because my birthday was coming up. In my head, it just couldn’t get any worse. I went to church, got on my knees, and prayed for inspiration. On my way home to my San Juan apartment, I passed right outside the White Cross Children’s Home.”


As a teenager who was born and raised in the United States, Cristina had little exposure to what life was like in the Philippines. After they moved to Manila, Cristina’s father took her to the White Cross orphanage during one of his company’s outreach programs to show her what life was like for the less fortunate. When she was growing up, the Peczon family had a small pharmacy that was their bread and butter. If someone knocked on their door in the middle of the night because a child had a fever, Cristina’s grandmother gave them medicine even if they didn’t have money to pay for it.


Passing the orphanage was a sign, Cristina says: “Together with some of my closest girlfriends, we decided to visit the orphans on my birthday instead of going out to dinner. We went from room to room in the facility and spent time with the children, who offered big, warm hugs and loving smiles.


“I remember thinking, if these children, who have no idea what the future holds, could be so optimistic and cheerful, how could we complain about where we were in our lives?” she says. “It was the beginning of a love story with White Cross that has filled me with gratitude and changed my life.”


The following year, on her 25th birthday, she asked all her friends and family to celebrate with her, and they brought along balloons, goody bags, and cake. They played games, and every single child won a prize. Instead of giving Cristina birthday gifts, at her request her friends brought gifts for the children. She exclaims, “It was MAGICAL! The orphans ‘adopted’ my friends, and they talked and shared stories, and we all fell in love.”


While working in TV and living in Manila, Cristina saw firsthand how, without the intervention of White Cross, these children would likely have ended up on the streets as beggars. “The orphanage gives them all an education, a proper and loving environment to grow up in, and cares for all their needs,” she says. “You can only imagine what happens to a street urchin when they become sick. At White Cross, at least there is hope that all their medical needs will be addressed with the help from generous souls who hear and offer aid.”


Even with limited resources, the facility helped assist the survivors of the typhoon by sending care packages and clothes and what little they could spare for the victims in Tacloban. “The devastation of the storm was one where everyone and anyone who had anything at all to share dug deep into their resources to do so,” says Cristina. “It’s just something that Filipinos do. In fact, there is a Filipino term, ‘Bayanihan,’ where neighbors help others to move homes when needed. It also loosely refers to the spirit of Filipinos where they help each other out when the chips are down.”


In addition to celebrating her birthday at White Cross every year, sometimes Cristina would visit and play with the children. Once in a while they would ask her if that woman they saw on TV was her; she would say it was her sister, and the children would laugh and say they must be twins. “It didn’t really matter to them,” she says. “All that mattered was that there was someone to play with, answer silly questions, and hold hands like all little kids do. White Cross became my second home.”


Every year Cristina’s parties get bigger. Sometimes her friends bring their children, and friends bring more friends. One year she took the kids to the local children’s museum, another year to the fair. Another year PAWS (Philippine Animal Welfare Society) came and brought their “orphaned” pets to meet the orphans. They also took the kids on outings to the local arcade, to the zoo, and to a butterfly park.


When Cristina moved back to California, the birthday party tradition continued. Her friends and family who live there still help her raise funds for the party and celebrate whether she’s there or not. She also sends them packages of diapers and clothes on a regular basis.


“I am so grateful for the gifts I’ve received from sharing without expecting anything in return,” she says. “My grandmother raised her children that way, and in turn, my parents have taught that to us.


“When we were little, I remember never being able to leave my grandmother’s house without her at least offering to give me something to bring home. Or maybe she had picked up one of my favorites that she saw at the store when she knew I was coming to visit. She was always sharing and giving. She died at the ripe old age of 107 with a smile on her face…, and I believe it was because she was a happy giver. That’s what made her happy.”


The tradition of giving is being passed along to the next generation.


“My friends who have taken their children to the orphanage say that, when they go home, their children start to say things like, ‘Maybe I don’t need to have new shoes since the orphans have nothing’ or ‘Can we send things to the orphans this year instead of buying new things for us?’ ”


Cristina says that many times people want to help and share, but they just don’t know how or where to channel their efforts. “There was one year of terrible storms where the children would try to crawl out of their cribs when the thunder scared them at night,” she says. “So I contacted all my friends and asked them to help me raise funds to have special low cribs built for the children. Another year we raised funding to replace the old and rotten flooring in one of the dormitories. Short on funds, we used what we had to buy all the odds and ends from a local tile distributor—and with the tiles we bought we created a gorgeous mosaic pattern on the dormitory floor. That room eventually was given a citation from the department of social welfare and development for its innovation in uplifting orphanage life in the Philippines.”
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