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Exploring the art and  
science of Gratitude



With awareness, 
we can find something 

to be grateful for 
in each moment. 

With practice, we 
unlock healing, joy, and 

perspective within.

Gratitude

In this guide, focus on the beautiful moments that are 
all around you, every day. Dig into poetry, philosophy, 
and a range of activities inspired by the teachings 
and research of Leon Festinger, Gretchen Rubin, and 
Brother David Steindl-Rast — just to name a few. 

With the rise of social media, comparing yourself to 
others has become impossible to avoid — harness 
the power of gratitude to gain perspective on these 
comparisons. Find peace in daily reflection and take 
a deeper dive into what you appreciate most. Bolster 
openness and positivity by cultivating in-the-moment 
thankfulness.

Through a rich gratitude practice, experience joy in 
every situation life hands you.

Gratitude noun
grat·i·tude | 'gra-t e-tüd
A strong feeling of appreciation to someone or 
something for how they have helped you.

Cambridge Dictionary © 2020



Translation
Once I would say “table,” and mean 
“table.” Once, I would say 
“broccoli” and mean “broccoli.” 
I would say “stone” and mean 
“stone.” I really did believe 
that things were separate. 
And nameable. Now, 
every word that comes 
out of my mouth, no matter 
how many syllables, no matter 
the tone of voice, no matter 
my intention, I’ve come to understand 
that every word 
is really just a translation 
for thank you, 
thank you for this moment. 
And every silence between the words, 
regardless how brief, 
is really just the sound 
of one hand in gratitude clapping.

Ro
se

m
er

ry
 W

ah
to

la
 T

ro
m

m
er

G
ra

ti
tu

de
 in

 P
oe

tr
y

Warm‐Up
Brother David Steindl-Rast, a Benedictine monk whose wisdom on 
gratitude we share later in this guide, once said “…I didn’t say we can 
be grateful for everything. I said we can be grateful in every given 
moment…” What an important distinction.

It is not that we need to be grateful for everything. But every single 
moment has something that we can give thanks for, if we open 
ourselves up to it.

Our breath — which reminds us that we have the opportunity to be 
here and be present — is a perfect example. 

Take a breath. What are you grateful for in this moment?



“Gratitude unlocks the fullness of life. 
It turns what we have into enough.”

M E L O D Y  B E A T T I E



It’s probably not that surprising, but social media often makes the 
comparison trap even worse. Writer Rebecca Webber says:

Social Comparison
Comparing ourselves to others is a completely normal human 
practice. When done in a positive way, it can help us understand 
ourselves and the world around us better. But, research rooted in 
the study of Social Comparison Theory has shown that this practice 
often has negative effects. When we understand why and how we 
make comparisons, we have greater control over the role they play in 
our lives. Let’s dive in! 

 Social Comparison Theory states that we make comparisons  
as a way of evaluating and understanding ourselves better. 

This theory was first studied in 1954 by social psychologist Leon 
Festinger, who noted that our comparison targets are most often 
people in our orbit or close to us in age, career, background, etc. 
These comparisons usually fall into one of two categories: 

’’Social media is like kerosene poured 
on the flame of social comparison, 
dramatically increasing the information 
about people that we’re exposed to and 
forcing our minds to assess.

↓  Downward Comparison: Comparing ourselves to someone 
in a perceived “lower” position. 

 We might make a downward comparison:

+ To boost self-esteem or understand how fortunate  
we are — “Things could be worse!”

_  To encourage complacency — “I’m not doing as badly as my 
coworker, so I don’t need to try harder.”

_  To justify rude behavior — “You're too young to understand.”

What we see and share on the internet tends to be broad, 
impersonal, curated, and edited to show only our best moments,  
not the full picture of our lives. 

↑  Upward Comparison: Comparing ourselves to someone in 
a perceived “higher” position (in status, wealth, education, 
skill, or relationship). 

 We might make an upward comparison:

+ For inspiration or motivation — “My classmate got an A on 
the test. I will study harder next time.”

_  With envy or jealousy — “It’s not fair that my sister goes on 
amazing vacations each year.”
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“Happiness cannot be 
traveled to, owned, 
earned, worn or 
consumed. Happiness 
is the spiritual 
experience of living 
every minute with love, 
grace, and gratitude.”

D E N I S  W A I T L E Y

We also make assumptions offline about the people around us — how 
happy they are, how much money they have, how perfect their lives 
are, what their relationships are like. All of these comparisons often 
leave us feeling worse about ourselves, wanting more of what others 
seem to have.

So what can we do about it? 

Practice gratitude. 
Yep, you guessed it. When we take time to appreciate what we  
have, where we are, and the goodness already present in our lives, 
the comparison trap is weakened. Gratitude offers us perspective 
and reminds us of all the truly wonderful things about our lives as 
they are.

Keep your values close. 
Sometimes when we get caught in the comparison trap, we lose sight 
of what’s actually important to us. We don’t have to let societal ideas 
of success and happiness call the shots.

Compare yourself to yourself.
Measure progress against where you’ve been, not where others 
appear to be. 



The Hedonic Treadmill
Researchers found that even after a change in health, relationships, 
status, wealth, etc., most people typically return to their baseline 
level of happiness in time. We may have strong emotional reactions 
(or spikes in happiness/sadness) immediately after, but we usually 
level out — even when those events bring about lasting change.

Gretchen Rubin, writer and author of The Happiness Project explains:

’’People are adaptable. We quickly adjust to a 
new life circumstance — for better or worse 
— and consider it normal. Although this helps 
us when our situation worsens, it means that 
when circumstances improve, we soon become 
hardened to new comforts or privileges. Scoring 
air-conditioning, a bigger house, or a fancy title 
gives us only a brief boost in happiness before 
we start to take it for granted.

This occurrence is known as the hedonic treadmill or hedonic 
adaptation. Gratitude neutralizes the effects of the hedonic treadmill. 
It offers perspective and reminds us that there’s good in our lives 
regardless of things that fluctuate like work, health, and relationships. 
When we practice gratitude for what we have, that joy and 
contentment stays with us a little longer.

Looking Back
What things in your life did you want, strive for, and ultimately get, 
but you now take for granted?

Today
How can you foster more gratitude for these achievements, 
experiences, and possessions?

Looking Ahead
What things are you craving now that you may take for granted in 
the future? Are there ways you can find more contentment in your 
current life without them?



“In life, one has a choice to take one of two 
paths: to wait for some special day — or to 
celebrate each special day.”

R A S H E E D  O G U N L A R U



Put a  in the boxes below for each day you complete the challenge!
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WAY TO GO!

30 Day Challenge
Compile a list of everything you’re grateful for this month.  
In order to receive all of the incredible benefits of regularly practicing 
gratitude, we have to, well, regularly practice! Challenge yourself to 
write five or more each day. Consider keeping a notebook or using 
our Reflection.app to jot things down at any moment.

At the end of the month, you’ll have an amazing list of ways in which 
you’re truly fortunate, no matter how many challenging or painful 
moments also present themselves. 

Brother David Steindl-Rast, a Benedictine Monk and the world’s 
foremost teacher of gratitude, shares:

Reflect on your list from the month. When did you find it difficult to 
find gratitude? When did it come easily?

We can see the value in what those challenges teach us, in the power 
to stand up and act, and in our ability to reach out and connect. 
Remember that as you reflect this month! 

’’There are many things in life we  
can’t be grateful for (sickness, violence, 
injustice), but in every moment we  
have the opportunity to be grateful.

https://www.reflection.app


“Enjoy the little things, for one day 
you may look back and realize 
they were the big things.”

R O B E R T  B R A U L T
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Gratitude, Specifically
Dr. Robert Emmons, a researcher and professor at UC Davis writes, 
“Gratitude is literally one of the few things that can measurably 
change peoples’ lives.” His work (and many others’) has shown that 
practicing gratitude can help us build relationships, improve physical 
health, boost self-esteem, increase empathy, reduce aggression, deal 
with adversity, and is consistently associated with greater happiness. 

One simple way we can regularly practice gratitude and receive these 
benefits is to write down what we’re grateful for, and to be specific 
when we do so. The more details we pay attention to, the more 
grateful we feel and the less likely we are to take things for granted, 
Dr. Emmons notes. 

For example, consider the difference between these two statements: 

Broad: I am grateful to 
have friends who are 
always there for me 
when I need them. I am 
thankful for the supportive 
community around me. 
I am grateful that I have 
people who care about me. 

Specific: I am grateful for my 
friend Alicia, who listens with 
a compassionate ear when we 
talk every week, who made me 
a lovely dinner, has celebrated 
all of my big and small 
milestones for the past five 
years, and makes me feel loved. 

There’s nothing wrong with broad statements of gratitude, but when 
we consider and reflect on specifics, it helps us to see the true value 
of people and moments in our lives.

Pick three things or people that you are truly grateful for — maybe 
from the list you are putting together for the 30 Day Challenge. 
Write a few sentences about each, noting specifics.



“Yesterday is history.  
Tomorrow is a mystery.  
Today is a gift.  
That is why it is called the present.” 

A L I C E  M O R S E  E A R L E



He challenges people to observe the amazing things that happen 
to us in any given moment. In his TED talk, “Want to be happy? Be 
grateful.” he describes it simply: When we were children, what were 
the three things we learned when crossing the street?

Stop. Look. Go. 

This is how we should approach each moment in our lives. As soon 
as we are aware of the things around us, we see that we have more 
than we thought. 

By building more stop signs into our lives, we effectively expand our 
sphere of gratitude. Let’s identify these moments and create more 
opportunities for gratitude.

Stop Signs
It is a common misconception that you have to be happy in order 
to be grateful. Brother David Steindl-Rast, introduced earlier in this 
guide, kindly disagrees.

Br. Steindl-Rast believes:

’’The root of joy is gratefulness…  
It is not joy that makes us grateful; 
it is gratitude that makes us joyful.

Build three stop sign moments into your weekly routine.

Stop  Take a moment.

Ex.

1.

2.

3.

Look  What are you grateful for?

Ex.

1.

2.

3.

Go  How did you “thank” that moment and share it with others?

Ex.

1.

2.

3.

Rushing to clean up the house before friends come over.

A place to create community and connect.

Set out the nice dishware and put flowers on the table.



“Let us be grateful to people who make us 
happy, they are the charming gardeners who 
make our souls blossom.”

M A R C E L  P R O U S T
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Reflect & Discuss
Use these questions for self-reflection or  
to spark meaningful conversations. 

ICEBREAKERS

DEEPER QUESTIONS

What are three luxuries  
or conveniences you take for 
granted?

What made you  
laugh or smile today?

What is something  
you’re looking forward to  
in the future? 

What small recurring  
daily moment are you most  
grateful for?

What natural-born  
opportunities or privileges do  
you have?

Who makes your life easier? 

I am truly lucky because 
________________________.



’’Be content with what you have, rejoice 
in the way things are. When you realize 
there is nothing lacking, the whole world 
belongs to you.

L A O  T Z U
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