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As a child growing up in the 50’s and early 60’s, I lived in a close-knit family neighborhood on a cul de sac in Cape Elizabeth. My 2 younger brothers and I spent much of our free time playing outside with other neighborhood kids. This was an unplugged, unstructured, safe and happy time in our lives.  During those years as children, we were perpetually in awe of everything around us, and were positively filled with joy.  Also, we appreciated everything…the enormous maple tree in the front yard that provided just the right limb, easily reached for summer reading; the frog pond out back where we caught tadpoles and played myriad imaginative games and, best of all,  Mom’s amazing tuna melt sandwiches and one-bowl chocolate cake.  Children live their lives with their hearts wide open, without much regard for the frustrations and concerns faced by adults; they simply live every day, moment by moment.  Thornton Wilder articulated it well when he wrote, “We can only be said to be alive in those moments when our hearts are conscious of our treasures.”   Also, in Linda’s Agatha Christie reading, it is obvious that the author retained a childlike quality throughout her life, ever conscious of her own treasures.  Once we reach adulthood, the heart-centered engagement we experienced as children is somehow lost. We are too busy thinking and doing, rather than allowing ourselves the freedom to simply be.  

Several years ago one of my dearest friends, Ann, was diagnosed with late-stage ovarian cancer.  When she called to tell me about the diagnosis, she said, “Hi, Little Sweetie, well, I have some good news and bad news.” I told her she might as well tell me the bad part first, and when she did, it was as though every breath was suddenly sucked out of me. I uttered an expletive, which she enjoyed then repeated, after which we talked for over an hour. In our conversation, she asked me to please be strong, and to help her manage communication between her family and her employer, and I was thrilled to have something concrete on which to focus my energy. 

When another friend called expressing her sadness over the news, Ann countered with, “But I’m alive right now, and plan to fight this with every ounce of my being.  I have a wonderful life and that will not stop, until it does.”  Over the next 2 ½ years until her death, she did not once ask why it had happened to her, nor did she stop living her life to the best of her ability.  Her wisdom and capacity to remain positive in the midst of the direst of circumstances moved me, and despite the fact she has now been gone for over 9 years, she continues to be my inspiration. Ann was grateful for her life and everyone in it, and even cancer could not take that away from her.  

It was because of Ann’s illness that I became interested in learning about cancer treatment and, more immediately, what types of support services existed. Ironically (or perhaps not) the Cancer Community Center in South Portland was just being built and an invitation went out to the community to attend an Open House. I went, and after the orientation, signed on to become a support group facilitator, and performed in that role for the next 3 years. The weekly group was an open forum comprised of people with all types of cancers, and they usually came with their caregivers. Every week, no matter how poorly they were feeling, the participants came to the Center and spoke of their feelings around the disease, how they were dealing with their ever changing family dynamics, and the trauma of hair loss, but with the exception of one person in 3 years, they all expressed gratitude for their lives, their families and friends, and for the support of the group.  My mother used to ask if it wasn’t terribly depressing to do this work, and I told her with great certainty it was the most uplifting part of my week. These people understood the power of remaining grateful, and how that enabled them to live their best lives.  They, like dear Ann, inspired me and helped me to more fully appreciate all that I had been given in life.

A few months before Ann’s diagnosis, another friend had given me Sarah Ban Breathnach’s book “Simple Abundance”.  In it she speaks of a time when she focused only on everything she lacked, and how it made her life miserable. Then one day, through meditation, she was somehow open enough to receive the message that what she wanted wasn’t financial security, she really wanted financial serenity and inner peace. Did she have earth shattering problems? Not at all, yet she wasn’t focusing on all that she had. It was from this experience she began using a gratitude journal. Every night before retiring she would enter 5 things for which she was thankful, and found the longer she continued this practice, the more sincerely grateful she became. When Ann’s illness surfaced, I pulled this book out of my nightstand and started my own gratitude journal.  Some nights I would make long entries about Ann’s chemotherapy or the joys of raising teenagers, and on the more challenging days, I would put in the usual thanks for a loving partner, emotionally and physically healthy children, beloved friends and family, animals that love us no matter what…it ran the gamut.  As I have continued to journal, I have become more aware of the blessings in my life, and now often enter appreciation for something as simple as the fact that my husband is at home with me every morning, slurping his too hot coffee, when several years ago that particular behavior may not have appeared as endearing. There is so much for which we can be grateful, and that gratitude can permeate into other aspects of our lives and enrich us beyond measure. As Melodie Beattie states in Linda’s reading, “Gratitude unlocks the fullness of life.  It turns what we have into enough, and more.”  That statement in itself is powerful, turning enough into more…but is this an easy undertaking?  Will it happen overnight? As with any practice, it may take some time for living in gratitude to become a habit, or a routine way of life.  Yet, with desire, focus and tenacity, taking inventory of our blessings can become almost addictive, in the best possible way, as it transforms us from feeling we always need more or want something different, to a grateful, satisfied and accepting people who recognize what’s really important in one’s life. As Unitarian Universalists, we are fortunate that we have many wise resources and mentors available to us.  Our faith encourages us to be the best we can be, and sets no limits on us as we pursue our own spiritual path. I particularly like a reading I found in the back of our hymnal that was written by UU minister Kathleen McTeague. 

“May the light around us guide our footsteps, and hold us fast to the best and most righteous that we seek. May the darkness around us nurture our dreams, and give us rest so that we may give ourselves to the work of the world. Let us seek to remember the wholeness of our lives, the weaving of light and shadow in this great and astonishing dance in which we move.”  We must remember the wholeness of our lives, in the way that children do, and one way we might do that is to make gratitude a part of the fabric of our daily lives.  We can try to regain the wonder, awe and utter joy we shared as children that will allow us to live our best and, ultimately, grateful lives.

Joseph Addison expressed it this way:


”There is not a more pleasing exercise of the mind than gratitude.  It is accompanied with such an inward satisfaction that the duty is sufficiently rewarded by the performance.”  

So, may you all go into the week with gratitude and, perhaps, if you don’t already, think about starting your own gratitude journal. I believe with all of my heart that after doing so for a few weeks, positive changes will occur in the way you view your life.  You have nothing to lose, and so much to gain. Become that joyful child.

Blessed be. 
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