A Grateful Heart

RAY L. HUNTINGTON

Gmtitude unlocks the fullness of life. 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. . . . Gratitude makes
sense of our past, brings peace for today, and creates

a vision for tomorrow.!

President Samuelson, members of the
administration, students, and faculty, I appre-
ciate the opportunity of being with you today.
I am especially grateful to have my wife,
Sandra, and my family with me today as well.

In the latter part of the 19th century,
Johnson Oatman Jr., a Methodist preacher,
penned the following words, which we know
as the hymn “Count Your Blessings.” I quote
from the second verse:

Are you ever burdened with a load of care?

Does the cross seem heavy you are called to bear?
Count your many blessings; ev'ry doubt will fly,
And you will be singing as the days go by.>

I know those words are familiar, and
I believe you accept them at face value:
Counting our blessings and being grateful for
them has a positive impact—not just upon our
lives but upon the lives of those to whom we
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show our gratitude. Remember what Mark
Twain said: “I can live for two months on a
good compliment.”®

The Study of Gratitude

It now appears that some psychologists have
arrived at the same conclusion. Being mind-
fully grateful for our blessings and expressing
gratitude has a strong correlation with increas-
ing our personal happiness and well-being,.
For example, Dr. Robert Emmons, a professor
at the University of California, Davis, and one
of the leading scholars in the scientific study of
gratitude, said the following:

It is possible that psychology has ignored gratitude
because it appears, on the surface, to be a very obvi-
ous emotion, lacking in interesting complications:
we receive a gift—from friends, from family, from
God—and then we feel pleasurably grateful. But
while the emotion seemed simplistic even to me as I
began my research, I soon discovered that gratitude
is a deeper, more complex phenomenon that plays

a critical role in human happiness. Gratitude is

Ray L. Huntington was a professor in the BY U
Department of Ancient Scripture when this devo-
tional was given on 2 October 2012.
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literally one of the few things that can measurably
change people’s lives.*

Dr. Emmons and his colleagues found
scientific proof that people who practice
gratitude through activities such as keeping a
gratitude journal are more loving, forgiving,
and optimistic about the future. They exercise
more frequently, report fewer illnesses, and
generally feel better about their lives.®

For example, in a ten-week study Dr.
Emmons randomly assigned participants into
one of three groups. One group of participants
was encouraged to briefly record five things
they were grateful for each week; a second
group was asked to describe five hassles or
negative events that had happened to them
each week; and the third group was simply
asked to list five events, but they were not
told to emphasize the positive or the negative.
Before each participant wrote about their bless-
ings or hassles, they completed a daily journal
in which they rated their moods, their physical
health, and their overall well-being. The moods
they rated included feelings like distress,
excitement, sadness, stress, and happiness,
while their physical health included ratings
such as headaches, sore muscles, stomach pain,
nausea, coughing, sore throat, and poor appe-
tite. The participants also rated how they felt
about their lives, selecting from descriptions
ranging from terrible to delighted.

The results of the ten-week study are
impressive for the gratitude group. The grati-
tude participants felt better about their lives
and were more optimistic about the future
than people in the other two groups. The
gratitude group also reported fewer health
concerns, like headaches, and spent signifi-
cantly more time exercising than people in
the other two groups. According to the scale
Dr. Emmons used to calculate well-being, the
people in the gratitude group were a full 25
percent happier than the participants in the
hassles or neutral groups.®

In subsequent studies Dr. Emmons also
reported that people who regularly kept a
gratitude journal and were in the habit of
recognizing and expressing gratitude for their
blessings reported feeling closer and more
connected to people, had better relationships,
were more likely to help others, felt less lonely,
felt less depressed, slept better, and were more
pleasant to be around.”

Another psychologist, Dr. Jeffrey Froh, sum-
marized the practice of gratitude in this way:

As gratitude involves wanting what one has
rather than having what one wants, instilling a
sense of gratitude may help people appreciate the
gifts of the moment and experience freedom from
past regrets and future anxieties.®

Indeed, over the past decade there has been
a growing body of scientific literature linking
the practice of consistent or “chronic” gratitude
with a host of positive outcomes for our lives.
Said one researcher, “The practice of gratitude
is incompatible with negative emotions and
may actually diminish or deter such feelings
as anger, bitterness, and greed.”” It is little
wonder, then, that both ancient and modern
philosophers recognized the value of grati-
tude—from the Roman philosopher Cicero,
who stated that gratitude is “not only the great-
est of virtues, but the parent of all the others”!?
to David Steindl-Rast, a Benedictine monk who
penned these beautiful words: “The root of joy
is gratefulness. . . . It is not joy that makes us

grateful; it is gratitude that makes us joyful.”1!

God’s Constitution of Gratitude

I appreciate the academic contribution to
our understanding of gratitude and its impact
on our well-being. I also know that the scrip-
tures and the words of prophets and apostles,
both ancient and modern, teach us a great deal
about gratitude and the need to cultivate a
grateful heart. Through studying “the doc-
trine of gratitude” we can be instructed and



motivated to develop a “gratitude attitude” in
our lives. Remember Mormon'’s commentary
regarding Alma’s mission to the Zoramites:

And now, as the preaching of the word had a
great tendency to lead the people to do that which
was just—yea, it had had more powerful effect upon
the minds of the people than the sword, or anything
else, which had happened unto them—therefore
Alma thought it was expedient that they should try
the virtue of the word of God.'?

What, then, is the virtue of the word of God
as it relates to gratitude? Given our time today,
I would like to look at three scriptures (and a
few supportive passages) that I believe form a
central part of what I would like to call “God’s
Constitution of Gratitude.”

Rendering Our Heartfelt Thanksgiving
My first scripture: Psalm 24:1-2:

The earth is the Lord’s, and the fulness thereof;
the world, and they that dwell therein.

For he hath founded it upon the seas, and estab-
lished it upon the floods.

In a similar statement, the Psalmist also wrote,
“The heavens are thine, the earth also is thine:
as for the world and the fulness thereof, thou
hast founded them.”!3

The earth and all of its creations—every-
thing—belong to God. He has ownership and
blesses us with His possessions—even the gift
of life. Yet, I sometimes feel a sense of entitle-
ment and find myself thinking about what I
created, what I purchased, and what I own:
property, car, food, clothing, and my health.
But, in reality, brothers and sisters, I have cre-
ated nothing; I own nothing. As the Psalmist
proclaimed, the rightful owner is Heavenly
Father—He who graciously bestows His cre-
ations (including the air I breathe) for me to use
in the short season I am here in mortality. That
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kind of heavenly, divine benevolence deserves
our highest gratitude and praise!

King Benjamin clearly understood this prin-
ciple of God’s ownership and our indebtedness
to Him, as he so beautifully explained in the
Book of Mormon:

And now, in the first place, he hath created you,
and granted unto you your lives, for which ye are
indebted unto him.

And secondly, he doth require that ye should do
as he hath commanded you; for which if ye do, he
doth immediately bless you; and therefore he hath
paid you. And ye are still indebted unto him, and
are, and will be, forever and ever; therefore, of what
have ye to boast?

And now I ask, can ye say aught of yourselves?
I answer you, Nay. Ye cannot say that ye are even
as much as the dust of the earth; yet ye were created
of the dust of the earth; but behold, it belongeth to
him who created you.'*

King Benjamin also said (and I'm paraphras-
ing) that if we were to muster up all of the
thanks and praise we could possibly give, that
would still be insufficient, given the multi-
tude of blessings we receive from God.!® King
Benjamin was not saying, “Well, you can’t
possibly thank God for what He has given you,
so why even try?” On the contrary, I believe he
was saying that we ought to do our very best
in thanking God and rendering our heartfelt
thanksgiving to Him every day of our lives. In
relation to this, I like what President Joseph F.
Smith said:

The grateful man sees so much in the world to be
thankful for, and with him the good outweighs the
evil. Love overpowers jealousy, and light drives
darkness out of his life. Pride destroys our gratitude
and sets up selfishness in its place. How much hap-
pier we are in the presence of a grateful and loving
soul, and how careful we should be to cultivate,
through the medium of a prayerful life, a thankful
attitude toward God and man!'®



4 Brigham Young University 20122013 Speeches

Grateful People Are Happier People
My second scripture: Doctrine and
Covenants 59:7, 21:

Thou shalt thank the Lord thy God in all
things. . ..

And in nothing doth man offend God, or against
none is his wrath kindled, save those who con-
fess not his hand in all things, and obey not his
commandments.

Does God need our thankful hearts and
praise? Is Heavenly Father dependent upon our
gratitude? Do our thankful prayers make God
holier, wiser, or more omniscient? Absolutely
not. Why, then, is it a commandment to be
thankful in all things and acknowledge God'’s
hand in our lives? I believe Joseph Smith gave
us the answer to that question when he stated:

As God has designed our happiness—and the hap-
piness of all His creatures, He never has—He never
will institute an ordinance or give a commandment
to His people that is not calculated in its nature to
promote that happiness which He has designed.'”

In short, we are commanded to thank God
in all things because it promotes our happiness
and well-being. Grateful people are happier
people. If that were not the case, God would
not command us to express our thanks to Him
and to others. He loves us and desires our
happiness, and He knows that expressions of
gratitude to Him and to those around us will
bring positive changes to our lives. As our
Father, that pleases Him.

President Thomas S. Monson understands
the connection between gratitude and hap-
piness and often speaks about this topic. In a
recent conference address he stated, “Sincerely
giving thanks not only helps us recognize
our blessings, but it also unlocks the doors
of heaven and helps us feel God’s love.”18
President Monson also said that “to express
gratitude is gracious and honorable, to enact

gratitude is generous and noble, but to live
with gratitude ever in our hearts is to touch
heaven.”* I love President Monson’s choice
of words: Gratitude “unlocks the doors of
heaven” and “to live with gratitude ever in
our hearts is to touch heaven.” As I have tried
to live with a more grateful heart, I have felt
the divine, experienced God’s love, and been
humbled.

I have also witnessed and felt gratitude’s
heavenly touch through other people, like
an elderly Catholic nun my wife and I met
in the city of Bethlehem. From 2007 to 2009
my wife and I had the privilege of working
and teaching at the BYU Jerusalem Center.
During that time we met a host of wonder-
ful people (Christians, Muslims, and Jews)
who influenced our lives in profound ways.
On one occasion we were invited by one of
the Jerusalem Center service couples—who
oversaw the Church’s humanitarian program
in the Holy Land—to visit an orphanage in
Bethlehem. The purpose of their visit was to
determine needs and the appropriate assis-
tance from the Church.

The orphanage was located in a residential
neighborhood in Bethlehem near the Church
of the Nativity. As we entered the building,
the first sounds I heard were those of little
children. We passed several rooms filled with
small beds and noticed newborn infants lying
in cribs and small children playing with one
another. I also noticed a shortage of adult staff
compared with the number of children I could
see.

Our meeting was with the director of
the orphanage—one of the most impressive
people I have met in my Middle East travels: a
diminutive, elderly, Catholic nun from France.
Though small in stature, she was large in heart
and spirit. As we visited with her we learned
about the history of the orphanage, the num-
ber of children cared for, and the challenges of
feeding and clothing so many precious chil-
dren. There was no doubt the orphanage had



its challenges. I noticed, however, that as she
described the needs of the children and the
problem of the shortage of staff and materi-
als, there was not one word of complaint. Her
speech was often punctuated with “Thanks be
to God; thanks be to God.”

After the humanitarian couple had assessed
needs, they asked this little nun if the orphan-
age could use supplies like powdered milk,
newborn kits, and other necessities for older
children. She excitedly replied, “Anything will
help us; anything will help us.” As arrange-
ments were being made for shipping and
delivery of the needed goods, she sat quietly in
front of us with hands clasped, as though she
were in the act of praying, and repeated the
words “thank you, thank you, thank you.” Her
gratitude was real and heartfelt. Her expres-
sions of thankfulness touched me deeply, and
I often think of this experience when I want
to relive a moment when I saw gratitude’s
divine nature. Her example of a grateful heart
amplified the words of the Psalmist when he
declared, “O give thanks unto the Lord; for he
is good: for his mercy endureth for ever.”?

Counting Your Blessings—Even in Adversity
My third scripture: 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18:

Rejoice evermore.

Pray without ceasing.

In every thing give thanks: for this is the will of
God in Christ Jesus concerning you.

Do you wonder what God would like you to
be doing every day? The Apostle Paul declared
that it is to rejoice, to pray, and to give thanks
in everything. Paul’s writings are filled with
admonitions to be grateful, to give thanks, and
to live in thankfulness. His counsel encourag-
ing us to be more thankful is especially inspir-
ing when you stop to consider that he was a
Church leader who was scourged (receiving
thirty-nine lashes); beaten with rods; left for
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dead after being stoned by his countrymen;
shipwrecked three times—spending one night
and a day in the water; bitten by a deadly
snake; betrayed by those he thought were

his friends; and falsely imprisoned and who
suffered weariness, hunger, thirst, and cold
and was in peril of robbers.?! And I've been
depressed over losing two football games!

I believe Paul’s statement that we should
“in every thing give thanks” is his counsel to
recognize our blessings and practice gratitude
in the worst of times—even in adversity. Yet
you and I know that finding and counting
our blessings during challenging times can be
difficult. As someone once said, “The hardest
arithmetic to master is that which enables us
to count our blessings.”?? The gratitude math
can sometimes be difficult when life assaults
us with unexpected hardships and trials. Life’s
challenges—some serious, some less so—are
common to all of us. In those challenging
times when there does not seem to be much to
be grateful for, President Monson has wisely
counseled us:

Our realization of what is most important in life
goes hand in hand with gratitude for our blessings.

Said one well-known author: “Both abundance
and lack [of abundance] exist simultaneously in our
lives, as parallel realities. It is always our conscious
choice which secret garden we will tend . . . when
we choose not to focus on what is missing from
our lives but are grateful for the abundance that’s
present—love, health, family, friends, work, the
joys of nature, and personal pursuits that bring us
[happiness]—the wasteland of illusion falls away
and we experience heaven on earth.”*?

Studies have shown that focusing on the
negative in times of adversity—using deroga-
tory or critical words as we talk to ourselves or
others—can darken our mood and, much like
a virus, infect the moods of those we interact
with. Consciously choosing to fill our minds
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with thoughts of our blessings and feeling
appreciation for those blessings can change the
way we feel and brighten our spirits during
difficult times. Even spending a few minutes
thinking about our blessings—even number-
ing them—as we walk from class to class can
add a little sunshine and encouragement to our
lives. It’s so simple, yet so powerful.

Increasing Our Gratitude

What, then, are some of the ways we can
recognize our blessings, increase our thankful-
ness, and practice gratitude? Briefly, I would to
like to suggest five:

1. Try Keeping a Gratitude Journal

Think of three to five blessings you have
experienced throughout the day or the week
and record them in a gratitude journal. Look
for blessings from the mundane to the magnifi-
cent. Before writing in his gratitude journal,
President Henry B. Eyring pondered the fol-
lowing question: “Have I seen the hand of God
reaching out to touch us or our children or
our family today?”?* As he faithfully kept his
gratitude journal, President Eyring said:

Something began to happen. As I would cast my
mind over the day, I would see evidence of what
God had done for one of us that I had not recognized
in the busy moments of the day. As that happened,
and it happened often, I realized that trying to
remember had allowed God to show me what He
had done.”

Remember, looking for our blessings will help
us focus on what we have rather than on what
we do not have. As the Greek philosopher
Epictetus reminded us, “He is a wise man who
does not grieve for the things which he has

not, but rejoices for those which he has.”?

2. Add More Thank-Yous to Your Vocabulary
Saying “thank you” to someone brightens
your day by affirming your positive feelings.

It also lifts the spirits of those who are
deserving of your thankfulness.

3. Take Time to Write Thank-You Notes and
Letters of Appreciation to People Who Have
Blessed Your Life

John Kralik, an attorney with a struggling
law practice and personal family problems,
determined to reverse the cycle of negative
thinking through writing and sending one
thank-you note each day of the year—365
thank-you notes in total. His note-writing
endeavor taught him a valuable lesson: bless-
ings can be easily overlooked unless we are
consciously thinking about them each day.?’
To that end, note writing helps us identify,
remember, and express our blessings.

4. Live in the Present Moment and Try to Give
Thanks for Small Blessings Encountered Every
Day of Your Life

As busy students, it is easy to get caught
up in the tomorrow: next week’s exam, next
week’s project, the paper due next Tuesday, the
upcoming holidays. And while it’s healthy to
plan and prepare for future events, if you are
too consumed with the tomorrows, there is
a chance that you will miss something small
and wonderful that is happening to you in the
present moment. David Steindl-Rast posed this
question: “Are we thankful or are we grateful?
... Could it be that the mystic gratefulness in
the depth of every human heart sings with ‘a
still, small voice,” and is easily drowned out by
the noise we endure and the noise we make?”?8
Sometimes living in the future can produce
just enough noise to miss the still, small voice
of gratitude we could find in the present
moment.

A short illustration: A few weeks ago I was
waiting in the Chicago O’Hare Airport for a
connecting flight to Salt Lake City with two
of my colleagues: Blake Boatright and Vance
Theodore. As we were seated near our gate,
reading and relaxing before the last leg of our



journey, I was interrupted by a rather enthu-
siastic black Labrador dog sniffing around my
briefcase and other belongings I had on the
floor. A police officer was standing nearby,
and I immediately recognized the dog as a
“sniffer” dog looking for drugs or the residue
of explosive materials. While the dog moved
rapidly from person to person, sniffing purses
and carry-ons, it returned to my briefcase for
a second check. After a few sniffs and what
seemed like 100 wags of its tail, the dog and
the police officer disappeared. A short time
later, a second sniffer dog stopped by our gate
to check things out as well.

Now, I could have dismissed the experi-
ence and continued to focus on my reading
or think about needed preparations for the
following week in school. Instead, my mind
turned to the present moment, and I began to
think about the two dogs and their training,.
They were there to make sure everything was
in good order. They were there to ensure my
safety and the safety of others who would be
flying that day. After contemplating this, I qui-
etly expressed thanks to Heavenly Father for
trainers and dogs with wildly wagging tails
who were there to bless my life. As mundane
as that might sound to you, it was an enriching
feeling—one that I have thought of frequently.
Look for blessings in the now or the present
moments of your life.

5. Thoughtful Prayer

Prayer awakens our grateful heart.
Forgetfulness is an obstacle to being grateful
while “awareness is a precondition” to having
a grateful heart.?? Our personal prayers pro-
vide us with sacred time to ponder our bless-
ings and express gratitude to Heavenly Father.
As we thank Him daily, our gratitude should
be centered on God'’s greatest gift to us: the gift
of His Beloved Son, who ransomed us through
the shedding of His blood.

Brothers and sisters, gratitude is a heavenly,
spiritual gift and a spiritual force in our lives.
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May we have hearts that can feel, ears that can
hear, and eyes that can see our blessings and
live in continual gratitude toward God and
those around us is my prayer, in the name of
Jesus Christ, amen.
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