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You have to celebrate your chosenness constantly.  This means saying “thank you” to God for having chosen you, 

and “thank you” to all who remind you of your chosenness. Gratitude is the most fruitful way of deepening your 

consciousness that you are not an “accident,” but a divine choice.     –  Henri Nouwen

JOSEPH & THE 
BEANSTALK  
(from La Cucina Italia)

 Hundreds of years ago, the people 
of Sicily were starving.  Droughts and 
harsh weather devastated the crops, 
and the Sicilians prayed to their patron 
saint, Joseph, to let something grow.  
He answered their prayers with a lucky 
bean.  The resilient fava bean which until 
then had only been used as fodder for 
livestock, withstood the severe weather 
and sustained the Sicilians throughout 
the famine.  Ever since, the fava bean has 
been a staple of Sicilian cuisine and a 
symbol of prosperity.  It is believed that if 
you carry three fava beans in your pocket, 
you will never be without money, and if 
you keep favas in your pantry, you will 
never be without food.
 Every year on St. Joseph’s Day, 
March 19th, Sicilians thank their savior 
by building him an altar and placing upon 
it the luckiest bean in Italy.  †

Journaling from the Other Side: 
A Gratitude Challenge  
by Bianca Alexander (from Spirituality & Health, December 2016) 

Whether we’re giving thanks for material possessions, happy relationships, or a spiritual 
practice that connects us to a Higher Power, taking time each day to express gratitude is 

not only great for our emotional well-being, it’s also great for our health.  Like meditation, when 
practiced regularly, gratitude journaling can reduce anxiety, lower blood pressure, and even build 
our immune system, making us more resistant to disease.
 As long as the sun is shining brightly on our lives and we feel healthy, abundant and loved, 
acknowledging our blessings is a pretty straightforward task.  After all, being thankful when 
things are going our way is relatively easy.
 But how many of us feel gratitude if we don’t get our way?  
When we’re mistreated or misunderstood, and life deals us 
a bad hand with poor health, loss of a loved one, conflict 
with work or family, or financial troubles, it can be difficult 
if not impossible to muster feelings of appreciation.  That’s 
often because our egos get in the way.  We’re physiologically 
hardwired to avoid pain; but chasing “good feelings” can 
cause us to become overly identified with material, 
worldly and bodily desires.  We can then easily become 

PROVIDENCE   
by John Yates (from 1001 Quotes, Illustrations 
& Humorous Stories, p. 353)

The only survivor of a shipwreck washed 
up on a small uninhabited island.  He cried 
out to God to save him, and every day he 
scanned the horizon for help, but none 
seemed forthcoming.
 Exhausted, he eventually managed 
to build a rough hut and put his few 
possessions in it.  But then one day, after 

hunting for food, he arrived home to find his 
little hut in flames, the smoke rolling up to 
the sky.  The worst had happened, he was 
stung with grief.
 Early the next day, though, a ship drew 
near the island and rescued him.
 “How did you know I was here?” he asked 
the crew.
 “We saw your smoke signal,” they replied.
 Though it may not seem so now, your 
present difficulty may be instrumental to 
your future happiness. †
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A Conspiracy  
of Love 
by Steven Goodier

Almost a century ago, two young 
medical school graduates, along 
with their doctor father, tried an 

important experiment.  They built a small 
sanitarium on a farm outside Topeka, 
Kansas (USA).  This was a time when the 
“rest cure” was in vogue as a treatment for 
psychiatric disorders as well as for a few 
physical ailments.  Oftentimes patients 
were sent to impersonal institutions where 
they might remain their entire lives.
 The doctors were Charles Menninger 
and his sons Karl and William.  The 
Menningers had a different idea.  Their 
sanitarium would not be impersonal.  They 
were determined to create a loving, family 

UNDERSTANDING 
(from Peace Is Every Step by Thich Nhat Hahn)

 When you plant lettuce, if it does not grow well, you don’t blame the lettuce.  
You look for reasons it is not doing well.  It may need fertilizer, or more water, 
or less sun.  You never blame the lettuce.
 Blaming has no positive effect at all, nor does trying to persuade using reason 
and arguments.  That is my experience.  No blame, no reasoning, no argument, 
just understanding.
 If you understand, and you show that you understand, you can love, and the 
situation will change. †

Kenyan Prayer
From the cowardice that dare 
not face new truths,
From the laziness that is 
contented with half-truth,
From the arrogance that thinks 
it knows all truth,
Good Lord deliver me.

From the  
the Founder’s Writings
Letter of March 9, 1849 from Bishop de Mazenod to Fr. Viala

Keep me in touch with everything, calmly and without 
getting worried or discouraged.  We shall see how the Bishop 
will reply to my letter.  On your side, act with a good deal 
of moderation and respect towards the Bishop, while still 
trying to make him understand that it is absolutely essential 
for your chapel to be open to the public, in order for you to 
exercise your ministry which is to preach, to instruct and to 
confess.
Do not wait for the last minute to write to me; prepare 
your letter well in advance on a large sheet of paper, 
without leaving a margin.  Explain yourself clearly, exactly, 
without passion, without fear; God’s work must always face 

difficulties.  It is true, though, that this ought not to come from the sort of opposition 
we are faced with today.  Tell me about everything and everyone. †

atmosphere among their patients and staff.  
Their vision was to grow a community 
of doctors, nurses and support staff that 
would cooperate to heal patients; a place 
where a patient’s mental health would be as 
important as her physical health.
 To this end, nurses were given special 
training and were told, “Let each person 
know how much you value them.  Shower 
these people with love.”  Rather than being 
sent to a place where they were warehoused 
for life, many of the patients received 
more love and kindness at the Menninger 
Sanitarium than they had ever experienced 
before. 
 The treatment worked - spectacularly.  
The experiment was a resounding success 
and the Menninger’s revolutionary 
approach to healing and their radical (for 
that day) methods became world famous. 
 Karl Menninger later wrote numerous 
books and became a leading figure in 

American psychiatry.  “Love cures people,” 
Menninger wrote, “both the ones who give 
it and the ones who receive it.”  His work 
demonstrated just how true that statement 
is.
 Essayist Hamilton Wright Mabie said, 
“Blessed is the season which engages the 
whole world in a conspiracy of love.”  I’m 
attracted to that phrase...conspiracy of 
love.  For many people around the world, 
Christmas is such a season… when folks 
agree to put aside destructive differences 
and toxic behavior and allow love to take 
center stage.  When that happens, it can be 
a beautiful thing.  And even more beautiful 
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Whatever women DO 
they must do twice as well as men 
to be thought half as good.  

. . . . luckily, this is not difficult.  –
Charlotte Whitton

Life is Hard…  
and Not Always Fair 
(from Life’s Greatest Lessons by Hal Urban)

 Life doesn’t always work the way we’d like it to.  If we had our way, it 

would be easier, consistently fair, and more fun.  There’d be no pain and 

suffering, we wouldn’t have to work, and we wouldn’t have to die.  We’d 

be happy all the time.  Unfortunately, we don’t get our way.  We get reality 

instead.  But reality is a great teacher.  It helps us learn, although often 

slowly and painfully, some of life’s most valuable lessons.  One of them is 

this:  The world will not devote itself to making us happy.

 Whether we like it or not, this is one of life’s great truths, one of our 

first and most valuable lessons in reality.  Philosophers have argued for 

thousands of years as to why life works the way it does, but that’s not our 

concern.  Our concern is HOW it works.  If we don’t understand and accept 

life as it is, we’ll keep wishing for something else and never get it.  We’ll 

keep complaining and whining about the way things should be but never will 

be. This is one of life’s most valuable lessons because once we understand 

that the world won’t devote itself to making us happy, we begin to accept 

that responsibility for ourselves.

 Have you ever seen the bumper sticker that says, “Life is hard—and then 

you die”?  I laughed the first time I saw it.  Then I wondered WHY I was 

laughing.  It must have been the element of surprise.  There was one of 

the great truths of life staring me in the face from the rear end of someone 

else’s car.  

 … About 2,500 years ago, Buddha wrote what became known as the 

Four Noble Truths.  The first one was “Life is suffering.”…

 The first three words in psychiatrist M. Scott Peck’s highly acclaimed 

book The Road Less Traveled are “Life is difficult.”  Peck calls this one of the 

greatest truths because once we understand and accept it, we can live more 

effectively.  Instead of moaning about our problems, we can look for ways to 

solve them….

 The problem with too many people, regardless of age, is that they either 

don’t understand or don’t accept the fact that life involves a certain amount 

of hardship.  They fight against it instead of adjusting to it.  They grumble 

and complain, both to themselves and others, about the magnitude of 

their problems.  They talk as if their difficulties are unique and seem to feel 

that life is easier for everyone else.  Complaining doesn’t make problems 

go away.  It only makes them worse, because it has a magnifying effect.  

Complaining is an attempt to unload our problems on others, a way of 

refusing to accept them as necessary conditions of life.

 Once we accept the fact that life is hard, we begin to grow.  We begin to 

understand that every problem is also an opportunity.  It is then that we dig 

down and discover what we’re made of.  

 God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, 

the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the 

difference.  †

if the season can truly engage the whole 
world in such a conspiracy.

 I would like to be part of 
the plot.  And not only for a 

season.  If enough of us join 
together the movement will 
become an irresistible and 
unstoppable force for good.
 Spiritual writer Emmett 
Fox put it like this:

There is no difficulty that 
enough love will not conquer.

No disease that enough love will 
not heal.

No door that enough love will not open.
No gulf that enough love will not bridge.

No wall that enough love will 
not throw down.

No sin that enough love will not redeem.

 What could happen if you let each 
person in your life know how much you 
value them?  What might happen if 
you were to, as Menninger says, shower 
everyone with love?  And not just friends 
and family, though they may need to hear it 
from you.  But everyone?  Especially those 
hardest to love?
 Does it sound unrealistic?  Maybe it is.  
But remember, love cures people.  And it 
can cure a world. 
 The only real question is, will you join 
the conspiracy? † 



selfishly attached to the people, places and 
outcomes that might fulfill them.  But if our 
desires are thwarted, it can make us feel angry, 
depressed or insecure, and eventually take us 
off the spiritual path.
 To challenge yourself spiritually, consider 
practicing the other side of gratitude: 
appreciation for the “negative” things that 
happen in life.  When we search beyond the 
personal pain of our “I, me, my and mine” 
focused egos and look for the deeper, universal, 
spiritual lessons that offer a truer “gift” behind 
each challenging experience we face, we can 
mature emotionally and eventually transform 
into stronger, happier people.
 When I lost my father suddenly this year 
after complications from a stroke, I found 
myself lost in a sea of sadness, shock and 
self-pity.  To move forward from grief into 
acceptance, I began to challenge my gratitude 
practice.  Each day, I tried to see how I could 
wish not for different circumstances, but for 
an inner change that might help me grow into 
more of the person I wanted to be.  First, I 
committed to thanking my Higher Power for 
the most devastating parts of the experience 
– from watching Dad helplessly paralyzed in 
his hospital bed for ten days, to the trauma of 
disconnecting him from life support after the 
doctors told us “there’s nothing more we can 
do.”  Then, I took a fearless moral inventory 
for any spiritual lesson I could find.  I tried to 
be grateful for the intense pain I was feeling; 
knowing that the Divine’s loving hand was 
behind all of it.  I began to feel grateful 
that my father had saved us from making a 
gut-wrenching decision by signing a health 
directive that clearly stated his wishes not to be 
on life support.  I gave thanks for the strength 
to step into a care giving role for my aging 
mother in Dad’s absence.  Teaching a stubborn, 
introverted 77-year-old how to drive and use a 
smartphone for the first time taught me how 
to be more patient and detached from people, 
places and things, something I had prayed for 
prior to Dad falling ill.  Though I may not have 
chosen it myself, the universe found the perfect 
way to answer my prayer.
 … I felt grateful that I was given the chance 
to say goodbye before he passed, while he 
was still coherent enough to understand 
how much I loved him.  Though at first a 
devastating surprise, his passing eventually 
became a blessing in disguise.  It helped me 
appreciate and accept the natural cycles of life, 
and most important, how fortunate I was to 
have had such a caring, devoted father for so 
many of them.  It helped me develop a greater 
appreciation for the precious gift of life itself, 
and all the ways I could live on in his honor 

with more grace, humility and passion in the 
years I had left on the planet.

The Practice
 Whether you’re struggling with the loss of a 
loved one, or another painfully thwarted desire, 
practicing the gratitude challenge can help you 
transcend negativity and connect to the divine 
plan that is always unfolding in your life.  The 
next time you’re faced with something negative 
in your life, instead of resisting it or wishing 
it could be different, pull out your pen and 
write down your thoughts.  To help get your 
gratitude juices flowing, answer the prompts 
below:
• List your three biggest life 
disappointments from the past.  In what ways 
did not getting what you want at the time shape 
you into who you are today?
• Name a time that you were insulted, 
humiliated or embarrassed, and how you 
responded.  In what ways were you able to 
grow from that experience?
• Name three instances where you got what 
you thought you wanted, but it still didn’t 
make you happy.  How did your desires impact 
your experience of joy and peace?

• Name three people in your life who are 
difficult for you to get along with, and why.  
How has your relationship with each of them 
helped you to grow and mature spiritually, 
psychologically or emotionally?
• List a current material challenge you’re 
experiencing in your life.  Perhaps you’re 
grappling with less than optimal health, 
financial woes, or feelings of anxiety, overwhelm 
or dread from world affairs, global warming or 
the outcome of the recent election.  How might 
your perspective on these challenges shift if 
you knew without a doubt that they were simply 
a mysterious part of a benevolent Universal 
plan?  Would you feel or respond differently?
 Exactly how you respond to the prompts 
above doesn’t matter.  Expressing gratitude for 
life’s challenges helps put things in perspective 
by creating a space for humble surrender, 
which according to many spiritual sages marks 
the end of suffering.  Despite how painful 
the twists and turns of life can be, when we 
remember there is a loving, caring Higher 
Power silently directing our lives, we free 
ourselves from attachment to the inevitable 
ups and downs of life.  Even if only for a 
moment, we get to experience just how precious 
and beautiful life can truly be. †

Journaling continued from front page

A NEW PAGE  
(from Sunday Sermons Treasury of Illustrations  
by James F. Colaianni, pp.432-433)

In a Broadway Play of the sixties, a young man who has dropped out of school 
and been estranged from his parents is now hooked on drugs.  Out of the depths 
of what he sees as a hopeless situation he cries out, “How I wish life was like a 

notebook, so you could tear out the part where you’ve made all the mistakes and start 
over with a page that is fresh and clean.” A new start, a new page, a new opportunity, a 
new tomorrow.  Will love find a way?
 One of the amazing things about the Gospel of Jesus Christ is that God’s love 
does find a way.  Nothing we have done in life prevents God from giving us a new 
tomorrow.  No mistake, no wrong decision, no wrongful act of any kind can defeat 
God’s will to forgive.  Nothing we do can bind us irrevocably to the past because God 
is always here to show us the way to new life in a new tomorrow—sometimes in the 
most surprising and wondrous ways. †


