The Gift of Being Grateful


By Andrew M. Leon, RN, BSN, MS, CHT
We live our lives in a fast paced world of distraction and pragmatism.  From our first waking moment we are flooded by stimuli.  The alarm clock sounds the call to end sleep and begin the work of the day.  The baby calls out its irritation with the state of its discomfort as it realizes that its need for immediate response to desire is not being satisfied.  Soon the radio or television is filled with more stimuli having to do with; weather to prepare for; the latest tragedy to respond to; the latest sorrow; the latest tidbit or piece of humor.  Each piece is instrumental in preparing us for the speed of thought necessary in the world of wakefulness and intellectual acuity: a reminder that we are supposed to be the most intelligent form of life yet created.  Why then are we not happy about it?  Perhaps it is because we have come to believe that we don't have the time.  

One must have an ability to recognize that there is reason to celebrate.  To do that, one must have the ability to hear and see the real messages behind the events that are brought to us.  Consider the very common scenario of driving down a frequently traveled road.  One travels this road every day at the same time and can reasonably predict the precise amount of time needed to traverse the distance to destination.  On this particular day a variable occurs.  Someone moving at less than customary rate has entered the road, causing a delay for anyone following behind.  The entire schedule of razor precise appointments and goals is now skewed because of this unknown, faceless bump above the headrest of the car in front.  The immediate response for most people will be:             "Aaaargh!  Look what he has done to me!  My schedule is shattered!"  We may spend the rest of that journey and, perhaps the rest of the day, being angry and noting to anyone who will listen, our disdain for the driver.  In our anger, frustration and possible fear of consequences, we fail to thank that person for their gift to us.  

Imagine that we could look into the alternative future.  Had the interruption in our well- constructed plan not occurred, other things would have occurred.  Because we were delayed, we did not arrive at certain points on that trip "on schedule".  Imagine the heavily weighted lumber truck that momentarily stalled, just up the road, creating a collision hazard for just one minute until the driver was able to get underway through the intersection we would have been crossing just a second after the stall.  Because of the delay, we were not there until minutes later.  By that time, no trace existed of the truck.

Are we now in a position to realize that our precisely planned agenda would have been completely canceled if our vehicle and the truck had met at just that moment in time at the intersection?  Did the stranger who delayed us, in effect, save our lives?  Is this a moment to be grateful?

In an age when entitlement, assertion and defense of rights are held in high esteem, gratitude can often misperceived as one of the weaker emotions.  In actuality, it may be one of the truly empowering emotions.  Being grateful allows us to take pleasure in the gift received.  It let's us know that we are needed, appreciated, thought about, in essence, that we are important.  
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When gifts are dramatic and obvious, we are easily impressed and sure that the giver has paid special attention to us.  We sense a change of tone in our body tension.  A wonderful feeling emerges throughout our body and we may even feel radiant.  Joy becomes the dominant emotion.  The entire experience serves to proclaim: "Look at me!  I am someone special.  I have been selected to receive this gift".  One feels lighter.  There is less of a sense of gravity to life and sometimes the gift serves to lift the depression brought by feelings of unworthiness, feelings that may not be justified but are contrived in our subconscious as response to earlier learning from misguided "teachers" in life. 

In fact, it may be the opposite that occurs.  The recipient may experience feeling magnanimous and ready to give a gift or to reciprocate causing a spread of the reaction of joy for all involved.  Carried to the extreme, there could be an epidemic of joy.

Healing seldom can occur under conditions of negative energies such as produced by anger, humiliation, resentment, grudges or feelings of revenge.  These negative emotions suck away our life energy and become fertile beds for diseases, both physical and psychological.  They require nurturing because they consume energy at high rates.  One must constantly remind one's self that anger must be kept at peak level for the particular situation or person.  Consequently, we must divert energy from our limited supply to keep that fire going.  Soon, so much energy is diverted that our vision becomes clouded and we are unable to appreciate the subtle gifts we receive that enable us to refuel or redirect our energy in a positive and healing way.

We are a society that lives in self imposed stress.  We need to be, not just good at what we do but the biggest, best and first!  We are not just competitive.  We can approach being warlike in our quest to be bigger, best and first.  In our quest for the position of absolute dominance we become reflexive in our thinking and reactions until finally there is nothing but reaction.  We will flail at anything that is unfamiliar just because it is there and not visibly contributing to our mission of "bigger, best and first ".  Not very appetizing, is it?

There are many events in our lives, like the above, that go unrecognized and, consequently, deprive us of reward because learned attitudes block or narrow our vision.  The obvious solution is to relearn how to use our senses in a broader way.  In giving ourselves permission to be grateful for, even the most minute gift, we open ourselves to the nourishment of our real sense of esteem, not the contrived one that must exist like some sacrificial Aztec pyramid with thousands of cadavers at its foot.  

The ability to be grateful is built in to our system.  Watch a child and notice how so many things that we consider mundane or routine spark enthusiasm and wonder in that child's eyes.  See how even the smallest gift is greeted with surprise and how the child's appreciative is often no different for a trinket as for a truly expensive toy.  That discrimination of value is a learned behavior that comes later.  In the innocence of 

3.

childhood even a smile or appreciative glance is seen as abundance and welcomed. That child is alive and well deep in our subconscious and we can give it permission to emerge and help our "adult" self to enjoy again the discovery of appreciation for the true meaning of the gifts in our life.  We can learn through our gratitude that we are here, in this lifetime but we are never alone.  In time, we realize that all that life brings is a gift and sometimes the real beauty and value of the gift will only be revealed in the future.
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