GRATITUDE  -- NUUC 2/24/02 Reading

This reading is from an article entitled “The Sacrament of Gratitude” by Kelly Murphy Mason, a Unitarian-Universalist intern, who was on Wall Street on September 11, 2001.

“When an angel in a business suit grabbed my hand and ran me through the smoke and ash overtaking Wall Street, I was scared for my life.  Now I’m scared for the world. 

“It’s far simpler to be scared for one’s self.  When I was terrified, I breathed deeply, desperately drawing air through the makeshift mask I wore all the way home...  Now I often find myself holding my breath, almost unconsciously.  Then I catch myself and breathe.  That breath is nothing short of sacramental.”

    Kelly was awakened, “sensitized” by her close participation in the events of 9-11-2001.  She was forced to acknowledge her vulnerability and mortality at a level she had not previously been acquainted with.  Her story continues…

“One tender mercy of the atrocious air attacks on the city is just how many managed to escape downtown alive…  There are several thousands of survivors, several thousands of us who need time to fully appreciate the sweetness of still having so much to lose… Given the scope of the New York tragedy, I feel some shame at my continued – even growing – thrill at being alive.

“The greatest sacrament that survival administers is gratitude.  After my bike ride, I ate a sacramental hot dog (the best I’d ever tasted) from a sacramental vendor working a sacramental cart at a sacramental entrance to the sacramental park that had been blocks away from me for years.  Today I am reminding myself to breathe, to live in my place and time as best I can in search of the next right thing to do.  This is difficult, because lately, my disorientation is marked.  Yet each day that I stay as a guest on this green earth suddenly seems outrageous good fortune.”

GRATITUDE  -- NUUC  2/24/02  Sermon

I have decided to save you a lot of time by giving my conclusions first.

The practice of gratitude is definitely a way in which you can improve the quality of your life.  But, of course, there’s a catch.  If you want to achieve a life of maximum quality, you must be grateful for everything.    That’s right, folks – everything – broken windows, unhappy childhood emotions, physical and mental torture – everything – no exceptions allowed!  In fact those precise illustrations were taken from the three authors I will be reviewing this morning -- one self-help author: Melody Beattie, one spiritual religious leader: Father Henri Nouwen, and one existential psychotherapist: Viktor Frankl.

 Melody Beattie (of co-dependency fame) makes the following statements about gratitude in the introduction to her book Gratitude: Affirming the Good Things in Life.

“Gratitude unlocks the fullness of life.  Gratitude makes things right.  It turns what we have into enough, and more.  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.  It turns problems into gifts, failures into successes, the unexpected into perfect timing, and mistakes into important events.  It can turn an existence into a real life, and disconnected situations into important and beneficial lessons.  Gratitude makes sense of our past, brings peace for today, and creates a vision for tomorrow.”

As a young woman Melody dreamed of getting married, having children, and owning a beautiful home.  She got married and had a child, but the home she and her husband could afford was more of a nightmare than a dream.  It was three stories of broken windows and broken wood.  Some walls had ten layers of wallpaper; other walls had holes straight through to the outdoors.  They had no home renovation skills, little furniture, and even less money.  Each night she used to get out of bed and sit in the middle of the stained, bright orange living room carpet and cry.  She attempted to paint, only to have layers of wallpaper peel from the walls.  She ordered expensive wallpaper, but was unable to pay for it when it arrived.  Finally she grew sick of her own whining, and decided to try gratitude as an antidote to her bad mood.

She did not actually feel grateful in the beginning.  She “willed it”, “forced it”, “faked it.”  She thanked God that she had the house.  She thanked God for each thing she hated about the house.  She even thanked God that she hated the house.  Every time she had a negative thought she countered it with a grateful one.  Eventually she stopped sitting up nights crying, and started to treat it as if it were her dream house.  She cleaned.  She remembered some lace curtains she had packed away.  She got up off of that stained orange carpet, pulled it up and found solid oak floors underneath.  When she found a flaw in the house (such as the fact that half the doors were missing for the kitchen cabinets), she willed gratitude.   And a solution would appear: remove all the doors and have open country kitchen style shelves.  In her words she learned to “make something out of almost nothing, instead of nothing out of something.”

Like Melody, Henri Nouwen, a Dutch Roman Catholic priest, believes that  gratitude must be inclusive.   We must be grateful for all of our life, not just for favors bestowed.  In his book, All Is Grace, he says,

“…how often we tend to divide our past into good things to remember with gratitude and painful things to accept or forget.  Once we accept this division, however, we quickly develop a mentality in which we hope to collect more good memories than bad memories, more things to be grateful for than things to be resentful about….  But this way of thinking… prevents us from truly allowing our whole past to be the source from which we live our future. “ 

“Gratitude is not a simple emotion or an obvious attitude.  It is a difficult discipline to constantly reclaim my whole past… It is hard precisely because it challenges me to face the painful moments… When our gratitude for the past is only partial, our hope for a new future can never be full.”    --From “All Is Grace” quoted in Henri Nouwen, Selected Writings with intro. by Robert A. Jonas

Henri believed that the celebration of the Eucharist served as an illustration of how day-to-day life should be lived -- as a “Eucharistic Life,” as a daily “movement from resentment to gratitude… from a hardened heart to a grateful heart.”   --With Burning Hearts: A Meditation on the Eucharistic Life, Henri Nouwen .

Henri gave most of his sermons by noting down three words he wanted his audience to remember and speaking extemporaneously and passionately from those brief notes.  However when he spoke at the Crystal Cathedral he used four words to explain his view of the Eucharist: Taken, Blessed, Broken, and Given. 

At the Last Supper, Jesus takes the bread, blesses it, breaks it, and gives it to his disciples.  (Luke 22)  Whether or not we have participated in this ritual, we can imagine a priest administering the formal ritual and ourselves as participants.  Henri takes another perspective.  We are the bread.  We are taken: we are chosen as the Beloved sons and Beloved daughters of God.  We are blessed: Divine favor is bestowed upon us.  We are broken: we acknowledge that we are imperfect, vulnerable human beings, which allows us to connect with others in meaningful ways.  We are given: our destiny is to be servants to the world, to make the Beloved Community a reality on Earth.  We express our gratitude through our service.  We give our lives because of our brokenness.  Our brokenness is a blessing that has enabled us to connect with and serve others.  This blessing was bestowed upon us because we are the Chosen Beloved Sons and Daughters of God.

Henri Nouwen also wrote a truly amazing book titled The Return of the Prodigal Son in which meditating on the Bible parable, and on Rembrandt’s painting encourages him forward on his own spiritual journey.  He wrote the book at a time when he was very tired after years of teaching at Notre Dame, Yale and Harvard, after social activism in the civil rights movement and years of service in Latin America.  He saw a poster of the famous Rembrandt painting, was very attracted to it, and finally went to St Petersburg for an extended viewing of the original Rembrandt.  His longing for rest, for a “homecoming,” originally leads him to see himself as the younger son, the prodigal returning home to an accepting father.   A friend points out to him that he is actually the eldest child in his family –responsible, dependable, not a prodigal.  Henri starts to examine “the parable of the elder resentful son.”  It is in this examination he sees once again the need to move from resentment to gratitude.  According to Henri, “Resentment and gratitude cannot coexist, since resentment blocks the perception and experience of life as a gift.”  

 And, like Melody Beattie sitting in her battered house and “willing” 

gratitude, Henri finds that gratitude is a choice.

“Gratitude as a discipline involves a conscious choice.  I can choose to be grateful even when my emotions… are still steeped in hurt and resentment.  It is amazing how many occasions present themselves in which I can choose gratitude instead of a complaint.  I can choose to be grateful when I am criticized, even when my heart still responds in bitterness…  I can choose to listen to the voices that forgive and to look at the faces that smile, even while I still hear words of revenge and see grimaces of hatred.”

And now we must leave Henri Nouwen’s peaceful contemplation of a Bible parable of Homecoming and go with Victor Frankl who has been forced to leave his home to be transported to a concentration camp.

A Nazi Concentration camp is, perhaps, not a place many would choose to look for evidence of gratitude.  I chose it for three reasons.  First, I have noticed a human tendency to feel gratitude most keenly after something good has been taken way (or almost taken away) as evidenced in Kelly Murphy Mason’s article about her experience of events of September 11, 2001.   Second, I have a tendency to want to put theories to extreme tests.  (There’s one in every crowd, isn’t there!)  Finally I was already aware of the famous Victor Frankl quote:  “…everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of human freedoms to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.” 

But did Frankl choose “the attitude of gratitude?”  The evidence for gratitude experienced in the camp is sparse but there is some.  In Man’s Search for Meaning, Frankl describes times when he and other prisoners stop to appreciate a beautiful sunset.  And many times he has mental dialogues with his wife who was sent to a different camp.  After these dialogues he says:

“I understood how a man who has nothing left in this world may still know bliss…in the contemplation of his beloved… For the first time in my life I was able to understand the meaning of the words: ‘The angels are lost in perpetual contemplation of an infinite glory.’”

Frankl did survive the camps and went on to practice his brand of existential psychotherapy.  Logotherapy is a future-oriented, meaning-centered therapy.  According to Frankl it differed from other psychotherapies in the questions it asked.  The other therapies ask “What do I want from life?  Why am I unhappy?”  Logotherapy asks “What does life at this moment demand of me?”  And if you struggle successfully with that question, Frankl says:  “Happiness ensues.”  Happiness cannot be a goal.  It is a side product of effort toward other goals.

Actually Frankl had defined logotherapy before he went to the camps.  He was carrying the manuscript with him when he entered the disinfecting chamber at his first camp in 1942.  His group was composed of new prisoners like himself and more seasoned prisoners being moved from one camp to another.  As they are stripping off their clothing, rings and watches he makes an attempt to salvage his manuscript.

“I tried to take one of the old prisoners into my confidence.  Approaching him furtively, I pointed to the roll of paper in the inner pocket of my coat and said, ‘Look, this is the manuscript of a scientific book.  I know what you will say; that I should be grateful to escape with my life…  But I cannot help myself.  I must keep this manuscript at all costs; it contains my life’s work.  Do you understand that?’”

The man’s expression is at once amazed, pitying, amused, mocking and insulting.  It is then that Frankl understands where he is and that his manuscript, his “brainchild,” is lost.  

Many years later, in his book Logotherapy in a Nutshell, Frankl begins to comprehend the true impact of losing his “brainchild.”  He takes another look at that moment of loss.  

 “…I had to surrender my clothes and in turn inherited the worn out rags of an inmate who had already been sent to the gas chamber…Instead of the many pages of my manuscript, I found in the pocket of the newly acquired coat one single page torn out of a Hebrew prayer book, containing the most important Jewish prayer, Shema Yisrael.  How should I have interpreted such a coincidence other than as a challenge to live my thoughts instead of merely putting them on paper?”

He had been granted the opportunity to put logotherapy through the most rigorous “road test” imaginable; and it worked admirably.  As a result, he is a more compelling witness for his therapy than any academic or clinician could ever be!  But still the word gratitude is always missing.  How can this be?  Is he ungrateful or is there another explanation.

To understand why his gratitude is unspoken you must understand his theory of hyperintention and his preferred way of stating things.  Remember that phrase “Happiness ensues?”  According to the theory of hyperintention, some goals cannot be pursued directly.  You are not entitled to happiness.   You cannot pursue and thereby “catch” happiness.  You must “get to work”, go out and do good things for their own sake – then “happiness ensues.”

In addition, Frankl often prefers to communicate in indirect ways.  This is a man of Jewish origins who wrote a book about the Holocaust who never used the word Jew in the book.  Logotherapy emphasizes living a moral life and finding meaning in suffering, as do many religions.  Yet Frankl, the founder of this theory, will not admit to being a religious person. 

However I do believe that ultimately he was grateful for his concentration camp experience.  I offer as proof these comments from Matthew Scully’s interview in 1995 “Viktor Frankl at Ninety.”

“You asked me earlier, do I still think of these things?  Not a day goes by when I do not!  And in a way I do pity those younger people who did not know the camps,… who have nothing like that to compare their own hardships with… Even today, as I lose my sight or with any severe problem or adverse situation,…I have only to think for a fraction of a second and I draw a deep breath.  What I would have given then if I could have had no greater problem than I face today!”

Gratitude, I believe, “ensued.”  

And, I believe, my extreme test is met: ultimately gratitude, properly practiced, can help us in dealing with even the most adverse situations.
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