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SKILLS FOR CREATING HAPPINESS AND BLESSING OTHERS

Gifts of
Gratitude and Blessing

S ometimes, invaluable treasures lie right in front of us, just waiting
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to be more fully and creatively used. Such is the case with

the gifts of gratitude and blessing. Gratitude has to do with feeling
and expressing appreciation. Blessing is the act of giving something
positive to another in thought, word, or deed.

Having a thankful heart and reaching out in blessing to others are
hardly new concepts. That’s part of their beauty: They are easily
understood, widely recognized as valuable, and used by diverse groups of
people. But we have only begun to tap the potential of these amazing
tools. The possibilities and benefits are immense.

Counselors, philosophers, and all major religions encourage
expressing gratitude and blessing others, and researchers have discovered
that these practices are associated with an impressive array of positive
outcomes both for givers and receivers. Even when carried out solely on
the level of thought, as in silent prayer for another, significant positive
changes in health and overall well-being have been documented.
Researchers also have found that positive thoughts produce benefits even
when directed toward animals, plants, fungi, bacteria, and blood cells. To
the imaginative mind, the potential of these findings is staggering.
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&z, 7 Core Principles Qé

Almost any individual, relationship, family, organization, community, or nation can
benefit from the skillful application of gratitude and blessing.

o

2 Gratitude, the skill of feeling and expressing appreciation, can be beneficially practiced

on three levels of increasing difficulty: (1) for what is unexpected and wonderful; (2) for
the positives in life that we often take for granted; and (3) for the various challenges that
test our resolve and creativity and that often contain hidden blessings.

As with gratitude, blessing—the act of giving something positive to another—can be
effectively practiced in thought, word, and overt action.

Mounting research has documented the substantial power of both prayer and
intentionally directed thought.

With gratitude and blessing, both the giver and receiver reap important and substantial
benefits.

The applications of gratitude and blessing are virtually unlimited, can be used by
anyone, require no waiting periods or large capital investments, transcend ideological
differences, and are wonderfully contagious.

Remember, the more centered you are on the Target of Life, the greater your well-

being, the wiser your choices, and the more effective you are in everything you do.
\S 7,

oticethat theheart of the Target isclear,

unobstructed, full of light. Fromthere, you seeclearly
and make choicesthat are good for you and those around you.
You areattuned to your inner guidance and best judgment. You
fedl at peace, strong, compassionate, joyful, energetic, and
cregtive. Your reflexesare sharp, your immune system strong.
You stumbleandfal lessoften, and you handlelife sinevitable
challengeswith more confidenceand skill. Your ability toendure
prolonged hardshipincreases. You are naturaly more sensitive
to others—more patient, generous, and understanding. You
moreeasily expresstherichnessof your authentic self. Themore
deeply centered you areinthe heart of the Target of Life, the
moreloveyoufeel and share. You areat your best—
physically, mentally, and spiritually.

P}[ yoursalf inthe center of the heart of the Target of Life.

Target of Life
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Although you undoubtedly have experienced
beingrelatively centered, often littleand big
thingshappen that go against your desiresand
expectations, and you arelikely tofind your self
thrown off center and pulled out of your heart’s
wisdom into thesurrounding web of minor
frustrationsand ener gy-drainers. Your vitality,
peace, and sengitivity begintofade, and littletensions,
doubts, and fears start to emerge. Stresscreepsin and
thingsbother you moreeasily. You aremorecritical of
yoursalf and edgier withthe peopleinyour life. Your
effectiveness, spiritua attunement, and physical hedlth
sarttodip.

All of thiscan pull you even further away from
the center of the Target of Lifeintothe area of
increased dar knessand shar p edges. When you
areinthisportion of the Target, you have strayed still
further away fromyour center—your heart of hearts,
your home of love, wisdom, and joy. Stresslevelsare
high, andit'smuch moredifficult to senseyour inner
guidance. You refar morelikely to becomeirritable
with co-workersandfriends, toyell at family
members, and to make poor decisionsin every areaof
life. Tension, disharmony, and fatiguetaketheir toll on
your creativity and physica well-being. Youand
everyonearound you are affected negatively.

Beyond thisportion of the Target of Lifeisthe
outer darkness. Hereyou can’t seewell at all;
it'saterribleplacetobe. I nsecurity, doubt,
confusion, and selfishnessarerampant. Stress
soarsto dangerouslevel's, and good judgment
plummetsto anal-timelow. Youfed heavy and
burdened and make decisionsthat hurt yourself and
others. You aredriven by fear, blindness, and anger. In
thisouter darknessyour health sufferstremendoudly,
and al kindsof abuse, destruction, and violence
flourish. Despiteyour inherent goodness, you may find
yoursdlf saying and doing horrendousthings. Truly, it's
alivinghell.

Everyindividual hasa Target of Lifeasdoes
every relationship, organization, city, and nation.
Eventheworld asawholehasaTarget of Life, and
when theworld movestoo far fromitscenter of love,
anarray of mgjor problemserupt, including disease,
poverty, environmentd disasters, internationd drife,
and war.

Itisour individua and collective choicesthat move
usaway from our intuitivewisdom at the center of the
Target of Lifeinto varying degreesof stress, confusion,
frustration, and conflict. Fortunately, by making
wise choicesat any time, we can move back
toward thecenter of the Tar get into greater
levels of peace, vitality, kindness, and
opportunity.

Inthegift of choiceliesour greatest power—a
power that can be used to uplift or destroy. The Target
of Lifeisahelpful way to understand our individua
and collectivewell-being. With awar enessand
practice, we can becomehighly skilled at
detecting and creatively respondingtotheearly
signsof harmful stress. Wecan gradually learnto
stay moredeeply centered withincreasing frequency,
saving ourselvesall kindsof troubleand our society
billionsof dollarsin unnecessary hedlth care costs.

If you haveastrong spiritual orientation, you
may find it helpful tothink of being centered as
beingin theheart of the Divine Presence—the
source of all goodness, harmony, abundance, and
creativity. Astemptations confront you and you alow
yoursdlf to beluredinto making lessthan optimal
decisions, you stray fromthe center of DivineLove
into varying degreesof fear, pain, and salf-defeating
behaviors. To movetoward the center of Divine
Presence or toward aself-created hell of outer
darkness, to go moredeeply intoloveand joy or to
separateyourself fromthe Divineand becomelostin
fear and confusion—these are decisionsthat you face
each day. By staying centered and honoring your
intuitive guidance, by remaining dert and choosing
wisely, you can beat your best morefregquently and
helpto createaworld of marvelouspossibilities.
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The gifts of gratitude and blessing: Ina
world where most promising solutions
come with major price tags, these problem-
solvers are essentially free. And while proposals
for bettering our lives often spark controversy,
gratitude and blessing have a universal, amost
innate appeal. They’ re available for use by anyone,
and they already are being practiced enough that
people are, in general, convinced of their benefits
and comfortable with their use.

If you concentrate on finding
whatever is good in every situation,
you will discover that your life will
suddenly be filled with gratitude, a

feeling that nurtures the soul.

Harold Kushner

Fortunately, gratitude and blessing seemtailor-
madefor our time-pressured, stressed-out soci ety.
Oftenrequiring littleor no extratime, they cando
wondersfor reducing the burden of stressthat wears
heavily on our physica well-being and diminishesour
creativity, spiritual attunement, andjoy. Surely every
individua, relationship, family, organi zation, and
community can benefit from theincreased and skillful
gpplication of gratitudeand blessing.

Thesetwo giftsare easy to use, they’ refun, and
they generate positivefedingsin ourselvesand others.
Scientific sudieshaveincreasingly documented thelr
physiological, mental, and socia benefits. Best of all,
we' ve only begun tapping into the many ways in
which we can more powerfully and creatively
employ gratitude and blessing.

DEFINING GRATITUDE AND BLESSING
Gratitudeisthe skill of feeling and expressing
appreciation. The expression of thanksgiving may
take place silently in a person’s mind and heart or
may be expressed outwardly to one or more
people. Blessing isthe act of extending something
positive to another in thought, word, or overt
action. Of course, gratitude and blessing are
interrelated and often overlap. For example,
exXpressing sincere appreciation to someone can

simultaneoudy beaway of blessing that person, and a
visbleact of blessing another will oftendicit areturn
expression of gratitude.

BENEFITS OF THE GRATITUDE ATTITUDE
The ancient Roman statesman Cicero said,
“Gratitude is not only the greatest of virtues, but
the parent of all the others.” When we take afew
moments to express our appreciation inwardly or
to another, we begin to feel happier, more relaxed,
and more optimistic. A sense of appreciationisan
important part of a positive outlook, and research
indicates that a positive attitude is essential to the
success of peak performersin both theworlds of
businessand sports. Studiesalso provide evidence
that apositive, appreciative attitude enhancesthe
body’ shealing system and genera health.

Physician and author Christiane Northrup
explains that when you hold feelings of
thankfulness for at least 15 to 20 seconds,
beneficia physiologica changestake placeinyour
body. Levels of the stress hormones cortisol and
norepinephrinedecrease, producing an array of
beneficia metabolic changes. Coronary arteriesrelax,
thusincreasing the blood supply to your heart. And
your breathing becomes deeper, raising the oxygen
level inyour tissues.

Scientists at the Institute of HeartMath have
discovered that thoughts and even subtle emotions
influence the functioning of the autonomic nervous
system. Thisis significant in that the autonomic
nervous system interacts with the digestive,
cardiovascular, immune, and hormonal systems.
Negative thoughts and emotions create autonomic
nervous system imbal ance, while positive ones
encourage physiological balance and strength.

Interestingly, of the numerous positive thought
patterns tested by the Institute of HeartMath,
appreciation appears to have a particularly strong
effect in quickly enhancing the functioning of the
autonomic nervous system, resulting in improved
hormonal and immune system balance and more
effective brain functioning.

HeartMath researchers al so have discovered that
when an individual engages in thoughts of
appreciation, dmost immediately hisor her heart rate
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variability smoothsout, indicating heightened
psychophysiological coherence—a state associated
with reduced stress, increased emotional stability,
high performance, and arange of health benefits.

THREE LEVELS OF THANKSGIVING
It's easy to be thankful when wonderful things
happen to us. That isthefirst level of gratitude.
We reach the second level when we learn to
express appreciation for the many blessings that
we often takefor granted—examplesinclude good
health, refreshing water to drink, the freedom to speak
our minds, and the ability to hel p shapethefuture.
How easy it isto take our health, our talents,
and our loved onesfor granted! One of the true
joys of lifeislearning to take nothing for granted.
Aswe gradually master this ability, we approach
each moment with fresh eyes, and our hearts brim
over with appreciation and peace.

As we focus on what we are thankful
for, fear, anger, and bitterness melt
away, seemingly without effort.

M. J. Ryan

The third and most challenging level of
thanksgiving is to maintain a positive, grateful
attitude even when confronted with problems. Of
course, weneed to dedl intelligently with our problems
and the associated emotions. Yet, eveninthemidst of
difficult circumstances, the ordeal can be softened
sgnificantly by aspirit of gratitude. For example,
wrecking your car would be unfortunate. But you
might have much to begrateful for—that you aredive,
that no onewas serioudy hurt, that you haveagood
insurance policy, and that you now know to bemore
careful onwet roads.

BENEFITS OF EXTENDING BLESSINGS
Whenwe blessanother personintangibleways, such
asproviding food, shelter, money, or encouraging
words, thebenefitsarefairly obvioustoall involved.
However, isthere substantia evidencethat intangible
blessingsintheform of thoughtsand fedlingsa so
produce positive changes?

Theanswer isyes. According to physician and
prayer expert Larry Dossey, morethan 100 controlled
laboratory research studies show, in general, that
prayer or concentrated thoughts of compassion,
kindness, and love frequently result in healthful
changesinavariety of living things, fromhumansto
plantsto bacteria. Infact, themounting research
evidence supporting the effectiveness of prayer isso
compelling that Dr. Dossey and other physicianshave
said that to not offer prayer to patientsasapotential
treatment option may, inthefuture, be considered a
breach of medical practice.

When large groups of individuals combine and
focustheir blessings, isit possible to influence
social indicators of well-being, such as accident
and crime rates? The few studies that have
attempted to examine this possibility have had
consderablelimitations; therefore, it'stoo early to
draw any definitive conclusions. It does appear,
however, that when groupsfocustheir efforts, the
effect of their collective blessingsmay indeed be
substantia enough to bring about favorable changesin
key indicatorsof societal well-being. Well-designed
researchinthisareamight hold enormous potential.

THE ART OF BLESSING OTHERS

The potential waysinwhichwemight blessothersare
nearly infinite. Expressing one' screativity in song,
dance, paint, or poetry can beaform of blessing
othersif that isthe sincereand frequent intention of the
artist. Similarly, the strong and congistent intention to
giveof one'sloveand skillscan maketeaching,
homemaking, science, and businessequaly valid and
marvel ouswaysof extending blessingsto others.

We can bless others with a good word
or a smile, a kind action that goes
completely unobserved, or simply a

good wish in silence.

David Steindl-Rast

Generously giving our money, time, and other
resources, especialy to those less fortunate,
extends tangible and invaluable blessings. All
typesof positive thoughtsdirected toward others
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richly qudify asblessngs. Alsofdlingintothecategory
of powerful blessingsare caring, heartfelt prayers, and
deep meditationinitsmany varieties.

We can splendidly bless others, regardless of
distinctions based on age, culture, educational
level, economic well-being, health, and physical
limitations. In its myriad forms, the ability to bless
our brothersand sistersand all aspectsof lifeis
availableto each of usendlesdly.

BEWARE OF THE OPPOSITES OF
GRATITUDE AND BLESSING

Here' s the bottom line: While gratitude and
blessing carry enormous positive power, their
opposites—self-defeating negative thinking and
complaining, and unkind thoughts and actions
directed toward others—have great power to
harm and should be strictly avoided.

Shedding further light onthedanger associated with
the oppositesof gratitude and blessing, leading-edge
research suggeststhat weliveinacommon “field of
energy,” sothat what wedo to others, for better or
worse, weare, inavery real sense, doingto
ourselves. If thisistrue, then anything lessthan
showing compass on, understanding, and lovefor one
another islike sdf-inflicted punishment—something, of
course, that wewant to avoid.

QUESTIONS

: TO PONDER

@ AND DISCUSS

ne good question can beworth ashelf full of

books. Think about the broad topic of
gratitude and blessing, then write down several
related questions. Ponder your questions and
discussyour responseswith afriend or with asmall
group. Here aretwo questionsto get you started:

<> You' ve been given ahuge sum of money andthe
servicesof awiderange of talented professionals.
Your god istotest the possibility of sgnificantly
reducing theratesof crimeandillnessinalarge
metropolitan areaby employing specifically
directed intangibleblessngs, suchasloving

thoughts, heartfelt prayers, and deep meditation.
Exactly how will you designyour research study,
and what predictions might you make about the

outcomes?

<> Unlikeresources such aswater and ail, gratitude
and blessing are nearly inexhaustible both in
quantity and variety. However, simply as a point
of illustration, let’ssay that, ashuman beings, we
currently use 10 percent of our capacity for
expressing these gifts. What might our world
look likeif we started using 40 percent, 60 percent,
or 80 percent of our capacity for gratitudeand
blessng?

(]
N

':\\. SKILL

w—l__J BUILDERS

ill buildershelp you exerciseyour cregtive
usclesto giveyou the strength you need for
success. In addition to the skill builders below,
create some of your own on the topic of gratitude
and blessing. Aswith physical fitnessworkouts,
benefitscomefrom actually doing the exercises.

¢ Makeawrittenlist of all thewaysinwhichyouare
blessed. Frequently review your list with athankful
heart and add toit asnew blessingscometo mind
or appear inyour life.

¢ Zeroinonaproblemyou havestruggledwithin
your life. Identify at least three blessings you
have experienced as aresult of this challenge.

¢ Dreamup littlewaysto brighten another person’s
day. Carry out your plan assoon aspossible.

¢ Beanangd of kindnessand good cheer. Wherever
you are, asyou feel led to do so, send blessings
instantaneoudly to those around you. You can do
thiswith groupsaswell aswithindividuas. Since
you extend these blessingsonthelevd of thought,
you havefew limits, and no one needsto know
what you aredoing. You can scatter blessingsof
kindness, encouragement, and joy any time—while
at thegrocery store, inan airport, on the subway,
or asyou wak down the street.
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¢ Writeashort, spontaneous note of appreciation to
aloved one, apublicfigure, or apersonwho
providesservicefor you, such asyour child's
teacher or themanager of your apartment building.

¢ Whether at home or work, promiseyourself that
you'll give at least three genuine compliments
before your day ends. The nice thing about
complimentsisthat they tend to be contagious.
There’s no telling how far your simple acts of
kindness might spread!

¢ Firgtthinginthemorning or last thing at night,
engageinafew minutesof silent, personal
thanksgiving. Focusappreciatively and deeply on
your blessings, largeand small. Thentakea
moment to rest in the subtle peace that comesfrom
aheartfelt expression of thanksgiving. Finaly,ina
way that fed sright to you, lovingly extend blessings
toal thosewho comeinto your heart and mind.

POSSIBILITY

envision new possibilities, and then createyour dreams
onestep at atime.

POSITIVE
THOUGHTS

Bri nging adreamtolifeisajourney. It begins

and continues one step at atime. Think about
all that you havelearned from thispublication and how
you might put itinto practice. Then chooseonesmall
goal that you want to accomplishinthe next few days.
Movetoward anew possibility that isreally important
to you—onethat you are enthusiastic about and are
confident you canachieve.

Take a card or a piece of paper and, at the top,
write “ A New Possibility.” Under this heading,
briefly state what you will do and by when. Sign
this action plan and put it where you will see it
often. Tell asupportive friend or family member
about your god, and frequently visuadize yourself
following through. Be prepared just in case doubtsor
roadbl ocks crop up. Know that you can alwaysdraw
uponfaith, firm resolve, and cregtivity to overcome
any obstaclesthat may arise.

When you put the deepest desires of your heart
into action, it naturally benefits others. Dareto

Y oumay find thefollowing brief thoughts (or
similar onesthat you create) to be smpleyet
powerful ingpirationa tools. Youmight, for example,
memorize and, with deep feeling and concentration,
mentally repeat one of these seed thoughtsor writeit
onacard and placeit whereyou’ | seeit often.

‘@ Atleast onceeachday, | pauseto express
heartfelt gratitudefor theinnumerableways| am
blessed. Themorel givethanksfor my good
fortune, the better | feel and themoremy blessings
expand and multiply.

‘® Throughdifficulttimes| continueto givethanks,
remaining alwaysalert for hidden opportunities
and unexpected blessings. My constant gratitude
opensup new possibilitiesand brightenseventhe
darkest of days.

‘@ | sendout thoughtsof goodwill andlovetoall
those who come into my heart and my
thoughts. It takesvery littletimeand, in so doing,
I, too, am blessed.

LOVE
MADE
VISIBLE

Together, let us envision and build a
world where all people enjoy optimal
well-being. Let us strive to awaken
fresh thinking, new enthusiasm, and
abundant love. Let us create a world
of unimagined possibilities. It can be
done!
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10 Educational Modules

ﬂA World of Possihilities: Skills for Creating Happiness and Blessing Others is an educational series A
containing 10 modules. Each module is accompanied by a Macromedia Flash® movie, a PowerPoint®
presentation, and other teaching tools. All these resources, along with a Facilitator’s Guide, are available free-
of-charge in camera-ready format at the following website: www.ca.uky.edu/fcs/possibilities.

1. Your Vision Map 6. Embracing This Present Moment
2. Making the Growth Choice 7. Accepting and Loving Your Body
3. The Way of Peace 8. Healthy Relationships
4. Heart Intelligence 9. Unleashing Your Creativity
t5. The Freedom of Self-Discipline 10. Gifts of Gratitude and Blessing )
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