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dedication

For the lovers, lunatics, and poets

That would be, in no particular or incriminating order, 
My parents, my children, my bride, and—most probably —

Thank you …







introduction

THIRD GRADE: Mrs. Bammel, pregnant with her first child, cracks open the math book. It's time to teach negative numbers. It goes like this: You start at zero. If you move to the right of zero, you're in the positive. Simple stuff: 1, 2, 3. If you move to the left of zero, you're in … wait? What? Negative numbers. Makes no sense: -1, -2, -3 …. As toe-tinglingly in love as you are with Mrs. Bammel, with her Dutch-boy haircut, caramel voice, and bottomless treasure chest of glue, glitter, and felt, you have to protest. “Mrs. Bammel, excuse me, Mrs. Bammel…. Why in the world would we count negative numbers? That's counting what's not there!”

Mrs. Bammel makes a decent mathematical argument, though at nine years old, you're still scratching your head. Thirty years later, you are an expert in negative numbers, a master at counting what's not there.

You count the things you've lost—the lack. It goes like this: You lost your marriage, your best friend, your house, your dog, all of your grand-parents—and quickly. You lost your favorite shirt (the proverbial shirt off your back, one supposes). You've either lost money or a laundry list of dreams you had when you were a kid, maybe both, and probably a little faith, too. Your life is a veritable country-western song. And you don't even like country-western music. Here you are: The becoming has led you to being all the things you've always feared or hated.

You can count your lack forever, and it's easy to do, and if you're always only counting then you're always never at risk of losing anything ever again.

Except even when you think you've lost everything, you're never without. In fact, this is the perfect moment to allow gratitude to be your guru, to whisper with grace small words of thanks for everything—anything—in your life. Begin like this: I am alive.

The funny thing about life's riches, they were always there; I wasn't. Becoming present was not the result of therapy, or chiropractic adjustments, or yoga, or aimless road trips, though all of those things certainly helped. The real key was, simply, listening without borders, boundaries, or expectations. Letting go of the knowing and, really, just living in the experience. You are surrounded by people who are living in bliss. I was. I am. And it is our duty, as Kurt Vonnegut shared weeks before his passing in 2007, to help each other through this life in whatever ways we can.

As a journalist, it is my job to listen. So, discarding the third grade math lessons of Mrs. Bammel, I chose to listen. Really listen. And an ode to joy is what I heard, sung in the voices of our modern-day gods—superstars of the silver screen, the sports arena, the pop charts, and the printed page. Men and women who, in some cases, were born to poverty, stricken with terminal illness, saddled with sad songs and brutal stanzas, and yet not only survived, but thrived, and did so with a powerful sense of abundance. These people, they do not only thank their agents and their parents on awards shows, but many of them maintain very active gratitude lists even when the world is not looking.

What I found: Listening felt good. It felt great. I was receiving so much, by simply being more present. This was an enormous gift I was given, with each conversation, each simple parable, anecdote, testimony, or revelation. The more I listened to the gratitude of others, the more grateful I felt in my own life, and the more compelled I felt to share with others that which was given to me. You cannot read these interviews without being reminded of the great gift that is your own life, without experiencing a profound ignition of your own passions and curiosities about the world in which we live, without discovering anew or for the first time high magic and low puns and great possibilities and unexpected delights that exist right here and now in this universe. Your universe.

That is the intention of this book. On Gratitude is an invitation, first, to listen, to be moved as I have been moved, and then, more importantly, to share in turn, that together we might launch a revolution of sorts, a minor movement toward a higher consciousness that puts at a premium the simple act of counting our blessings and sharing them with others.

If we teach that which we most need to learn, then call this my path and I will walk it, and proudly. I ask that you join me. How beautiful would this world be if we counted all that we have and not what we've lost or never had? It may be that you are grateful for your library card or an old pair of overalls … surviving cancer or coming to America … the Sondheim songbook or the sojourn to Egypt … a fruit drink from the Philippines or your first typewriter … avocados or baseball. These are a few things I heard about when I began listening.

Truth is, though, your gratitude means as much as anyone else's. And so I am listening, still. We are listening. The world is listening. Wherever you are, let it begin now, like this:

I am grateful for …

— Todd Aaron Jensen

todd@thegratitudelist.org, www.thegratitudelist.org






Kristen Bell 
        on gratitude



“I'm grateful that my mother knew what to do with a tiny tomboy who wanted everyone to call her Smurfette when she was three years old.”



KRISTEN BELL is one of Hollywood's most talented ingénues, a flaxen-haired actress with a spritely, spunky aura, a machinegun wit, and a diverse career that alternates turns on Broadway, genre TV gigs, and big screen romantic comedies. Oh, and she's also impossibly hot. (Just ask PETA, who has twice named her their Sexiest Vegetarian of the Year—or Maxim, if you must.) But there's more to Bell than that. A lot more. And here's her secret: She's a total geek, a dork, a nerd. She eats dessert after every meal. She loves her dogs as much as people. She gets hot and bothered about show tunes. She obsesses over the nuances and plot points of her favorite TV shows and books. She knows the difference between a DS Lite and a PS3. And she can speak a little Klingon, which just might make Kristen Bell the perfect woman. Born and raised in a suburb outside of Detroit, Bell was a tomboy with stars in her eyes, petitioning to change her name to Smurfette when she was but a toddler, already starring in school plays and doing regional modeling work by the age of eleven. One can imagine calendar pages flying, montage-like, through the air as teenaged Bell sang and danced the Great White Way's most famous show tunes to her bedroom mirror, Stephen Sondheim's being her favorites. By the age of twenty-one, after a stint at NYU's Tisch School of the Arts, Bell was performing on Broadway, playing Becky Thatcher in an opulent, musical version of Tom Sawyer, before appearing opposite Liam Neeson and Laura Linney in Arthur Miller's The Crucible. For street cred, and because, after all, she is an admitted total geek, Bell quickly darted off-Broadway to breathe life into Reefer Madness: The Musical. Then came Veronica Mars, the TV cult hit about a perky detective-in-training, which made Bell a household name, followed by big-screen work in Forgetting Sarah Marshall and Couples Retreat. These career accomplishments fail to reveal the other “secrets” Bell possesses, the things that lend her an air of gravity, a quoteunquote realness that provides depth to the pristine surface: the tragedy that struck her life at sixteen, the months she served the underprivileged of Brazil, and her great glee at being tackled by “giant, hairy men” every time she comes home (for the record, she means her dogs). Survey says, we've not begun to scratch the surface of all that Bell has to offer, as she tolls for you—and fanboys everywhere around the world. Nerdy may be the new cool, as she is wont to say, but thanks to Kristen Bell, it's also never been hotter.

WHISTLE A HAPPY TUNE. My mother heard me humming around the house when I was a child. Since I was too small to play sports and was also not very coordinated, she put me in singing lessons, and I started competing in solo and ensemble competitions when I was about thirteen. To this day, music is very, very important to me. Music got me to musical theater, got me to acting, which got me to this career I'm having. I'm grateful that my mother knew what to do with a tiny tomboy who wanted everyone to call her Smurfette when she was three years old.

“GREEN FINCH AND LINNET BIRD.” When I heard it, it was one of the first times I cared not only about the notes in a song, but the character in a song. Stephen Sondheim's music is so unexpected. His chords are so often dissonant. The harmonies are surprising to the ear. It's complex. It's very, very layered. Lyrically, his perspectives—especially when he's writing women—are almost completely unique. He doesn't write the typical, “Woe is me; I'm in love.” He really does it for me.

KRISTEN BELL SAVES THE UNIVERSE. I went to Brazil when I was nineteen, and I came back a completely different person. I was on a volunteer mission and worked at an orphanage in Bel Horizonte for about a month and a half. I was basically exposed to a lifestyle that was polar opposite to the one I grew up with—kids with no homes, who are basically running down the streets away from the cops; who had no education, no drive, no hope. Struggling to round them up was a task in and of itself for these missionaries and volunteers. Some of the kids just didn't want help and that was really powerful. How do you cry a tear for someone who doesn't want what they might need? That gives you a lot of perspective at a time when most of us really need it.

KRISTEN BELL, OBSTETRICIAN. While I was Brazil, I was also asked to help out around the hospital. This hospital was absolutely barren. They didn't even have enough rubber gloves, and they disposed of their “sharps” in a two-liter soda bottle. Not everyone had masks in the operating rooms. There just wasn't enough to go around. It was very eye-opening. I assisted on minor surgeries, acted as a triage nurse. Two of the days that I was working there, women showed up and said, “I'm ready to pop. Let's do this!” So I helped some babies be born. It was unbelievable.

SORROW FLOATS. I had a fairly easy childhood. Sure, my parents were divorced when I was little, and they remarried and had more kids, but really I just ended up with lots more people who love me. To feel your mortality at sixteen is very scary, which is what happened to me when my best friend died in a car accident. It was horrible, unexpected, but it also really changed my life in surprising ways. I came to see that without yin there is no yang. When you feel a loss that deeply, the next time you open your eyes, you see a different world.

AN ACTOR'S LIFE FOR ME. No one's forced into the acting world. No one's parents say, “You have to be an actor!” This is a career people choose because they love it. Yeah, the hours are long, but, ultimately, you're doing something creative and something you love to do. I am fully aware of this career's mortality, that it could all be taken away at any moment. So I'm grateful for every single little thing.

THE FORCE IS WITH HER. The funny thing is: I was never out to become a genre actress or to pick super-cool fanboy projects. I was just looking for good writing and interesting characters. But the people who write this stuff (Veronica Mars, Heroes, Forgetting Sarah Marshall) and who love this stuff are some of the most fascinating, passionate people we have. If you can keep up with the plotline of Star Trek for ten years and then hop onto the new generation, then you're no joke. If you take the time to learn to speak Klingon, you're in a school all your own. You obviously have a lot of brain power that the rest of us don't have. I'm very grateful that I've been allowed into that world and embraced by fans like that. It has separated me, in a lot of ways, from a lot of the girls I might otherwise get lumped in with. I will forever worship the fanboys for allowing me to feel special in that way.






Ray Bradbury
        on gratitude



“Love is the answer to everything. 
It's the only reason to do any thing.”



IF A PROPHET LIVES LONG ENOUGH, he'll see the future become the past. So it's been for Ray Bradbury who, now ninety, has probably seen it all, and told the tale—book-burning firemen, metaphysical carnivals, Martian conflicts, wall-sized televisions, fascism in America, and iPods, too—in classic works like Fahrenheit 451, The Martian Chronicles, The Illustrated Man, Dandelion Wine, and the recent short story collection The Stuff That Dreams Are Made Of. Unlike many science fiction writers, octogenarians themselves or dearly departed, Bradbury has never been a Cassandra of bleak overtures. Nor is he a hardware junkie. Rather, for sixty years, Bradbury has been a forecaster of sunny skies, or even odds anyway. His work is Romantic, chivalric, steeped in feverish, childlike reverie and fantasy. “I am a child who never grew up,” Bradbury proudly professes, his finger thrust declaratively into the air. “And I'm proud of that!” So, while Bradbury doesn't have Kurt Vonnegut's caustic cautionary wit or Arthur C. Clarke's hard science or Robert Heinlein's radical subtext, he's got something better: a knowingness—not merely faith, but a firm and total conviction—that everything is possible. This is why we will read, and want to read, Bradbury long after the distant future becomes the ancient past. Bradbury, crowned with a shock of snow-white hair cropped to Dutch-boy length, his facial features slightly larger than life, in a way that makes him look wizardly, is our Father Time. He's here to say, as he always has, that everything is going to be all right. Listen to him today, wedged into an easy chair in the study of his home in Los Angeles, surrounded by decades of vintage film memorabilia, highly collectible comic books, half-done paintings, VHS tapes (Singin' in the Rain plays on a loop while you're there), and a battlefield of used pens. In person, Bradbury is grand, the author as mythological beast, a winsome character who may have sprung to life from a Maurice Sendak story. His hands, especially, are formidable, nails long, fingers bejeweled with rings. His eyes still sparkle vibrantly. Bradbury has just enjoyed a bowl of chocolate ice cream, evidence of which remains on the TV tray to his left. He loves an audience, no matter how small. When he whispers, which is often and for dramatic effect, his voice is sometimes labored (as if what he says may be the last words he ever utters). Then, just as you've leaned in to catch every savory syllable, Bradbury unleashes a brave and brash roar. It's a baritone banshee howl of declaration, leaving a guest falling backward in his chair. And what does Bradbury, the Willy Wonka of words, announce on this visit? “Love is the answer to everything. It's the only reason to do anything.” That's what Ray Bradbury says, an evergreen message from the Oracle of Optimism.

TOTAL RECALL. I'm very lucky to have total recall of everything that's happened in my entire life. I remember being born. I remember being suckled. I remember being circumcised, my father bundling me up, carrying me down the streets downtown, taking me up some stairs and laying me on a table for a man in white to use his shiny tool on me. I remember the pain. I also remember, with total recall, seeing The Hunch-back of Notre Dame, starring Lon Chaney. I was three years old. This is a very light burden to bear. It's between the ears, you see. There's no weight there.

FIRST EFORTS. For my twelfth birthday, my family gave me a toy typewriter as a gift. I immediately began to write, and the first thing I wrote was a sequel to a Martian book by Edgar Rice Burroughs. Can you imagine doing that? I was twelve years old. I began being a writer that very day, and I've been a writer every day since then. I'm in love with writing. It's never been work. That is a real blessing.

STARSTRUCK. When I was a teenager, we moved to Los Angeles and, oh, how I loved the movies. I used to roller skate up and down Hollywood Boulevard, looking for the movie stars. Oh, the first autograph I ever got was W. C. Fields in front of Paramount Pictures. I was thirteen years old. He gave me the autograph, handed me the little piece of paper, and said, “There you go, you little son of a bitch!” I felt so honored that W. C. Fields had called me a son of a bitch. A lot of times it's not what's said, but who's said it.

BLIND FAITH. In my high school yearbook, I submitted three quotes about myself: “Likes to write stories;” “Admired as a thespian;” “Headed for literary distinction.” I hadn't really written one good story yet. All of my poetry was nonsense. I graduated high school not realizing I hadn't gone anywhere yet, but those are the quotes I gave them about me. Whatever else He gave me, God gave me the talent to say those things about myself.

THE BEST THINGS IN LIFE ARE FREE. Libraries are more important than colleges; libraries are free. You can get a complete education for no money. I spent three days a week for ten years educating myself in the public library, finding mirrors for myself in hundreds of books. At the end of ten years, I was completely educated. I had read every goddamn book in the library, and I'd written a thousand stories. I sold my newspapers in the afternoon, then I'd go to the library. You don't need much more than a street corner and a library to become a writer.

THE MOTHER OF INVENTION. I was thirty years old. I had a house with a baby in it, making loud noises. I needed an office but couldn't afford one. I was up at UCLA one day and I heard typing coming from down below in the library basement. I went down and looked and saw that there were typewriters for rent, ten cents for half an hour. I got a big bag of dimes and moved into this typing room at UCLA, and I spent $9.80 over nine days and I wrote Fahrenheit 451. Cost me $9.80.

WHAT DREAMS ARE MADE OF. Love is easy. You can't resist love. You get an idea, someone says something, and you're in love. I went to dinner in Denver about twenty years ago and heard the lady at the next table say to her friends, “Oh, my God, I'll bet dogs think every day is Christmas.” I went up to her and said, “Madam, thank you. You've just given me a title. I'm going back to my hotel, and I'm going to write a book called Dogs Think That Every Day Is Christmas.” That's how these things happen.

THE SECRET O' LIFE. You just do it, that's how. Its pure Zen Buddhism: Don't try to do, just do. Do what you love and love what you do. That's the basic rule of life. If you live this life without trying, it's good. If you try too hard, it won't be any good. It just has to be done, period—like an explosion.

THE PERFECT 10. Bo Derek came into my life twenty-five years ago. I was in a train station in France, and this pretty girl came up to me and said, “Mr. Bradbury?” I said, “Yes?” She said, “I love you.” I said, “Who are you?” She said, “My name is Bo Derek.” I said, “Oh my God. Is it really?” She said, “Yes, it is, Mr. Bradbury. Will you ride on the train with me?” I said, “Whoooooaaaa! Okay, yeah!” So I rode on the train with her. I was with her for two days. Can you imagine what that was like, to be with Bo Derek for two days when she was at the peak of her fame and popularity and beauty? Every hour on the hour, she came up to me and hugged me and kissed me and said, “Ray, I love you.” What more does a man need? Last August, she came to my birthday party, and the same thing happened all over again. She put her arms around me and said, “Ray, I still love you.”

LIFE ON MARS. I insist they bury me on Mars. When I die, I want them to take my ashes. I want to be the first dead person on Mars—not the first live one, but the first dead one.






Jeff Bridges 
         on gratitude



“When you truly commit in your life, you start receiving more than you could imagine.”




THAT DUSKY OPT IMISM, that wounded twilight, the fear or passion or yearning, and almost always in the name of good—that's what Oscar-winner Jeff Bridges wears on his face, sometimes draped from that sneaky, sardonic grin, sometimes hooked on those twinkling, wizened eyes. There is mischief afoot behind that visage, and hunger, too, and a wisdom hard-earned from a lifetime of playing killers and cowboys, lovers and dreamers, everymen survivors and fractured spirits. You watch Bridges's face onscreen in, say, Fearless or The Fisher King, The Big Lebowski or American Heart, The Last Picture Show or Crazy Heart (for which he finally won the Oscar in 2010), and you bear witness to the kind of weary intelligence and unblinking emotion a man, who is going in grace, wears in the final moments before the floor drops out beneath him. You also see the work of an American actor about as great as any who has ever lived. Like many of the characters Bridges has portrayed, the actor's career has occasionally been rambling, reckless, and unpredictable—prototypically American, in other words. There appears to be no rhyme or reason to the creative choices of Jeff Bridges, no major concessions to Tinseltown tomfoolery or massive paydays. (Indeed, Bridges turned down such “sure things” as Speed, 48 Hours, Big, and Raiders of the Lost Ark). Instead, what audiences have enjoyed is a genuine artist at work, a creative spirit following his bliss. If human beings are possessed of an “inner voice,” then surely this is the siren to which Bridges has long steered his ship. But Bridges is also one of us. While Pacino and Hoffman and DeNiro, Bridges's immediate contemporaries, are larger than life and frequently histrionic, Bridges is a god who walks entirely among us, in our attire, on our streets, and with our faces. “When I come away from a movie, there's an appreciation of having been through a little lifetime in someone else's skin,” Bridges says. “There are things you never want to forget.” When we spoke, Bridges was an affable, radiant host, laid-back, completely comfortable in his own skin, eager to invite a guest to the endless buffet of good fortune and great times that makes up his life. If we were one day asked to play Jeff Bridges, to live a little lifetime in his skin, these are the gifts he would ask of us.

APRON STRINGS. When my siblings and I were growing up, my mother, Dorothy, gave us what she called “Time”—one hour every day, without fail, to do whatever we wanted with her. She didn't answer the phone, wouldn't answer the door. She'd just spend an hour with me, totally, every day, even into my twenties. “What do you want to do with your Time, Jeff?” “How about a massage, Mom?” And she'd rub me for an hour. Or, when I was a kid, “Let's go into your makeup, Mom. I want to make you up like a clown!” “Let's play spaceship, and you're the alien!” That was one of her mothering tools, and I certainly felt loved.

FATHER TO SON. If my father (actor Lloyd Bridges) was a shoemaker, I probably would have been a shoemaker. I learned how to act from my father, but, more important than that, I learned how to behave from my father. I think that's brought a lot of good stuff into my life, just behaving well, like my father did.

GIVE AND TAKE. Moviemaking is a collaborative art form. Ninety percent of your success comes from who you play with. You bring all your stuff to the table, but you have to remain open to the impulses and ideas of other people. That's where the rich stuff comes from. Not just in making movies, but in life, too.

TOLTEC WISDOM. I got a lot out of this wonderful book, The Four Agreements. I love the section on being impeccable with your word. Words are almost like spells; they're that powerful—not only the words you say to other people, but the words you say to yourself. You can't take yourself too seriously, and you can't take your thoughts too seriously. They're only thoughts. That awareness allows what you really are to just be there, to be open. I believe that's where creativity and happiness come from.

HERO OF 1,000 FACES. It can be really lucrative to do one thing over and over, but I saw the suffering typecasting caused my dad. He was so successful on Sea Hawk that people actually thought he was a skin diver. Then he was so good in the Airplane movies that people thought he could only do comedy. It's a great compliment to his talent, but it also really limited the jobs he was offered. I thought if I just happily confused the audience each time out, gave them a scattering of different kinds of roles through the years, then they might never have me pegged or figured out. They could just appreciate who I was in that moment. Maybe it's worked.

I AM, I SAID. After about ten movies and an Oscar nomination, I still wasn't sure I really wanted to be an actor. This is back in the early '70s. I just wouldn't commit. So I finished this movie, The Last American Hero, and I didn't want to work, but I got a call saying John Frankenheimer wanted to cast me in The Iceman Cometh with Lee Marvin, Robert Ryan, and Frederic March. I passed. “Ah, I'm bushed. No thanks,” whatever. Five minutes later, the director of The Last American Hero called me up and said, “You call yourself an actor. You're no actor. I'm never talking to you again.” And he hung up on me. I thought, “Gee, let's think about this for a second. Am I an actor or not?” You know, being a professional means you have to work sometimes, even when you don't feel like it. But I decided then and there that, yes, I'm an actor. I took that movie. We rehearsed for eight weeks, shot in two, and I can't tell you how much I learned about acting from being around these legends, these old acting masters, like Robert Ryan and Lee Marvin. When you truly commit in your life, you start receiving more than you could imagine. That's how it's worked for me.

THE JUDO OF I DO. My wife is the big blessing in my life. We've been married more than thirty years. Marriage is a funny judo deal—the so-called obstacles and pitfalls, the tough stuff, those are the real blessings. The fun stuff can be the real trap. You have to appreciate the obstacles as opportunities to open up more than you thought you could, connect more deeply than you thought you could. Nothing is too big for you when you're really with your partner, like my wife and I are together.

THE MAGIC CUE BALL. Get rid of your hair, like I did for Iron Man. I've got to tell you, it was a really liberating experience. Shave your head. You really get to know your face, what it's made of, and that's a real blessing. The first couple days of growth afterward are kind of scratchy. Your head's got teeth. But then four days go by and you get the “teddy bear nose”—it's like velvet. But get rid of your hair and see who you are.






Alton Brown 
        on gratitude



“Hospitality is all about graciously giving and taking. It's simply sharing what you have and taking what is offered.”



YOU CAN WILE AWAY A LIFETIME tilting at windmills, dreaming impossible dreams, watchingr others get free passes for mediocrity, or you can get off your motorcycle, lay down your Panavision movie camera, walk away from REM, enroll yourself in a prestigious cooking school, and become the best-known on-camera chef this side of Julia Child and Emeril Lagasse. For Alton Brown, who has dominated Food Network's broadcast schedule for most of a decade with shows like Good Eats and Iron Chef America, the choice was simple. An avid biker and aspiring filmmaker (who shot REM's breakout music video, “The One I Love,” way back in the 1980s), Brown found himself vaguely dissatisfied with his day job, shootitng infomercials for General Electric and music videos for up-and-coming bands. Instead, his attention was always pulled to shows about cooking, which, he believed, sucked. Intent on producing a masterpiece, and remembering that “chicks dig a guy who can cook,” Brown made his way to the renowned New England Culinary Institute, where he naturally excelled, though his scientific approach frequently irked his professors. Three years after graduation, in 1999, Food Network debuted Brown's D.I.Y. cooking extravaganza, Good Eats. A sizzling combination of wit, wisdom, science, pop culture, and, yes, food, Eats is more than soups and soufflés. It's almost pop art with zucchini as a guest star—a dizzying series of food-based science experiments, puns, Monty Python-style tomfoolery, recipes, and basement antics, all anchored by Brown's irresistible, deadpan persona. Good Eats, currently enjoying its eleventh year on air, has been a gravy train for Brown, spawning spinoff shows on Food Network and bestselling books. In 2007, Good Eats claimed a Peabody Award, honoring excellence in broadcast news, education, and entertainment. Today, Brown is a household name, assuming you spend any time with skillets or bok choy, and he has no trouble filling his plate with gratitude.

MEDIUMS WELL. There are so many forms of communication and community available to us today, and so many opportunities for what I call “creative transfer.” I'm grateful for any opportunity to work in a new arena or medium, as long as I don't have to contradict my “career DNA.” I did an Iron Chef video game a couple of years ago, and it was amazing—like being a part of “the new storytelling.” Any chance to connect with people today in a positive way is something to be grateful for.

THE SCIENCE OF SERENDIPITY. I went to New England Culinary Institute to get the background I needed to start making shows about food. I knew when I got there that I wanted to deal with know-how rather than recipes, but it took me discovering that I have no natural talents as a chef to really go out and seek science as an answer to my questions. What's odd is that I flunked science classes in high school and college and now I get invitations to teach. Weird.

THINKING LIKE MACGYVER. I'm just a guy who thinks like a guy—which means I like to solve problems with whatever I have around. If I can concoct a new angle on a solution, even better. But man, Mac-Gyver's hair … I don't have that hair.

ELBOW GREASE. I have no idea where creativity comes from. If I did, I'd go there and beg for it on a regular basis. I can tell you this, though, creativity doesn't bless the idle. You have to work. Work and the creativity will come … if it feels like it. If it doesn't, well, at least there's work.

AMBER WAVES OF GRAIN. There are two “best” ways to see the country: from the back of a bike and from an airplane flying low and slow (I'm a licensed pilot). They're opposite sides of the same beautiful coin. Motorcycles allow full immersion and an almost infinite ability to improvise. From the air, you get to see the true patterns of life. It's a subtle difference really.

CHERRY ON TOP. I won't lie; accolades are sweet. I have been blessed with three real beauties: a James Beard award, the Bon Appétit teaching award, and the Peabody. All amazing, but I have to tell you, as a filmmaker, the Peabody is the pinnacle. And to be the only food person since Julia Child to get one is just insane.

MI CASA ES SU CASA. Hospitality is all about graciously giving and taking. It's not about impressing people or overwhelming them with your cleverness or skill. It's simply sharing what you have and taking what is offered. The greatest hospitality I've ever been shown is when I invited someone to my house for dinner without knowing they were vegetarian. They ate the food that was offered with nothing but a heartfelt “thank you.” And baby, it was ribs.






Deepak Chopra 
       on gratitude



“If you can help without any need for recognition, that is actually, truly a spiritual life time. It is nice to do things without the need for ego gratification.”



YOU'VE PROBABLY HEARD: Laughter is the best medicine. And so these days, Dr. Deepak Chopra tells a lot of jokes. Delivered in his preternaturally tranquil voice, a heavily accented instrument, these ha-has are all part of the good doctor's prescription for a better, happier life. If it surprises you that the gags of Chopra—a spiritual guru, international best-seller, and “the poet-prophet of alternative medicine,” according to Time Magazine—occasionally veer to the risqué, that's exactly the point. “The measure of your enlightenment is the degree to which you're comfortable with paradox, contradiction, and ambiguity,” he says, referencing an ancient Indian maxim. “So, when I tell a joke about an old man and a young woman in hell, the punch line is not what you expect. You are laughing, but, also, it helps you shift your perspective a little bit. This is a step to enlightenment.” Chopra's own road to enlightenment began six decades ago in Srinagar, India. As a child, Chopra was caught in the crossfire between a father who was a very traditional—and very successful—cardiologist and a grandfather who favored Ayurvedic medicine, an alternative means of healing. The young Chopra loved both, studied both, and has spent a storied, richly rewarded career offering his own “ultimate happiness prescription,” a combination of hard science, positive psychology, and Eastern spirituality. Having sold more than 20 million books and operating the Chopra Center for Well-Being, he has become a poster boy for the New Age movement, sharing his wisdom through his writing and an extremely active international lecture schedule. But with all things, too, he keeps a sense of levity. “It is balance,” Chopra says. In comedian Mike Myers's second chakra mantra-and-pooh fest, 2008's The Love Guru, Chopra playfully skewers his own image, allowing Myers—in full Peter Sellers mode—to lampoon the spirituality movement. Along the way, even with a sense of humor and detachment cultivated by decades of meditation and yoga, Chopra has also become a lightning rod for naysayers and skeptics who care not for his “don't worry, be happy” answers to questions that are more profitably answered by pharmacy visits. “It takes discipline and commitment to meditate every day, but nothing to criticize,” Chopra says, with all the fuss of a grocery-list recitation. Crowned one of the twentieth century's top 100 heroes and icons by Time in 1999, Chopra believes the gap between traditional medicine and more progressive healing methods is rapidly closing. From his viewpoint, the things we know and the things we've only been able to believe are rapidly becoming one in the same; how we live really does affect how we feel; a more complete mind-body connection, along with healing and prosperity are available to us all now. And that's no joke.

THE RECREATIONAL UNIVERSE. We've made life a battlefield when it should be a playground. It's all about beauty, wonder, mystery … but we forget that, and almost purposefully. We must have a more mindful attitude. Be mindful of your breath. Be mindful of your body sensations. Be mindful of your choices. These are good ways to actually know your experiences, to remember to play and be alive.

FREE AT LAST. I do not need to catch my breath today. I do not know stress any longer.

TURNING A PAGE. The underlying theme in Sinclair Lewis's Arrow-smith is the quest for awakening, more than anything else, and it includes the theme of healing, too. It's about somebody who accidentally kills someone else and then, later becomes an anonymous doer of good deeds. He helps people anonymously, etcetera, etcetera. This was inspiring to me as a young man. If you can help without any need for recognition, that is actually, truly a spiritual lifetime. It is nice to do things without the need for ego gratification.
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