Attitude is a Choice

Throughout our lives we all experience ups and downs.  During the teenage years especially, life is one big emotional rollercoaster.  In high school I would go to school one day and ace a test, and I would be so happy.  The next day I would take another test and not do so well and become discouraged.  One day the guy I liked would acknowledge my existence and I would be excited.  The next day I would see him holding hands with another girl.  That’s just how life is.

Before we get into the heart of this discussion, I want to make a clear distinction between the everyday discouragement we all feel and clinical depression.  Clinical depression is a serious medical condition that requires intervention.  When someone is so depressed that they cannot function, cannot get out of bed in the morning or get dressed, when they lose their desire to live and perhaps have suicidal thoughts – they need treatment.  If you or anyone you know has these symptoms, I would encourage you to seek help from a doctor, bishop, or counselor. That is not the type of depression I will address today.  Rather, we will talk about the disappointment and discouragement that come to us all as a result of simply being human.

I was hoping to start my remarks today by talking about how to prevent disappointment in our lives.  However, I realized that that is impossible.  We can control what we do with our feelings, but we cannot control the feelings themselves.  If you try out for the football team, and it’s something you really, really want – and you don’t make the team, you will feel badly.  That’s all there is to it.  Disappointment is a raw, human emotion.

I’ve learned that the best way to deal with disappointment is to deal with it head on.  So many of us go through life, trying to pretend like everything is okay; that nothing bothers us.  Most of us are afraid to admit our vulnerability.  And yet admitting disappointment to ourselves, and at times to others, is often the best way to start the healing process.

I returned from my mission on the same day that my younger sister’s missionary returned from his.  Within a few months they were engaged to be married.  I don’t know how many of you know what it’s like to have a younger sibling get married before you, but I’ll tell you – it’s hard.  At the time I didn’t have any social prospects in sight, and I felt pretty out of place.  I was genuinely excited for my sister, but I envied her happiness and stability.

For several months I tried to pretend like everything was okay – like it didn’t bother me a bit.  But I was struggling.  I knew I had to do something. One night I went to my sister and told her how I felt.  Admitting to her that I was jealous wasn’t easy.  But I can honestly say that it was one of the most healing experiences of my life.  The negative feelings went away, and I truly was comfortable with the whole situation.  I would encourage you to deal directly with your feelings and be mature enough to admit disappointments when they come.  You will live a happier life.

Although we all experience ups and downs, some people manage to live their lives on a higher plain than others.  Some people have their ups and down in the “happy” realm, while other spend most of their time in the “miserable” realm.  Let’s talk about some of the ways we can keep our lives in the “happy” realm.

The concept I would like you to remember above all else is that attitude is a choice.  Attitude has nothing to do with circumstance.  It has taken me my whole life to realize this. If you are happy, it is because you chose to be.  If you are miserable, it is because you chose to be. You are the one in control.   I would like to share a story with you that illustrates this point.

There was a young man in the near East who came to an oasis at the edge of town.  Approaching an old graybeard at the well, he asked, “What kind of people dwell in this place?”

“What kind of people dwelt in the place from whence you came?” asked the old man.

“Ah! They were a bad and selfish lot,” replied the youth. “I was glad to leave them.”

“You’ll find the same here,” said the old man.

The old man tarried at the well, and later in the day another young man came to drink.  Seeing the old man, the stranger put the same question to him, ”What kind of people dwell in this place?”

Again the graybeard replied with the question, “What kind of people dwelt in the place from whence you came?”

Said the young man, “They were a fine lot – honest, friendly, hospitable.  I hated leaving them.”

“You’ll find the same here,” said the old man.

A lounger at the oasis who had heard both conversations, challenged the old man.  “How could you give two different answers to the same question?”

“My son,” the wise man answered, “Each carries in his heart the environment in which he lives.  The one who found nothing good in the place from whence he came, will find the same here.  The one who found friends in his former place will find friends here.  We find in people what we ourselves are prepared to see.”

Years ago I knew a woman who lived in a beautiful place.  She was constantly saying to her husband, “Please can we move to another state.  I want to live near family.  We need a bigger house.”  Finally, the family moved. They bought a big beautiful home that had a wonderful view.  They were close to family and friends. The first time we visited them, we asked her how she liked it.  She replied, “Well, the house isn’t quite what we wanted, but it will do.  We don’t really like the people in our ward – they kind of drive us crazy.”  I realized at that moment that she would probably never be happy.

Someone once said, “If you don’t have what you like, try liking what you have.”  It’s a wonderful idea.  So if attitude is a choice, why would it be advantageous for us to choose optimism rather than pessimism?

The first reason is because the way you view your life will determine the way you live your life.  I saw a television program recently where two young teenage girls were being interviewed.  They lived in a very bad part of a very bad town.  Their neighborhood was filled with drugs and violence and the two girls had recently joined a gang.  One of them was pregnant and still used illegal drugs on a regular basis. 

The interviewer asked the girls, “Aren’t you afraid of your baby being born with birth defects?  Aren’t you afraid of getting AIDS?  Aren’t you afraid of going to jail?  Aren’t you afraid of dying?”  One girl replied, “No.  My parents are divorced. I’ve been abused.  I dropped out of high school, so I can’t go to college and I’ll never be able to get a job.”  The general message was, “Since I have nothing to live for, I really don’t care if I die.”  

I compare that to how I felt as a teenager – probably very similar to how many of you feel.  I was so excited to date and to drive.  I knew that after graduating high school, I would go to college and perhaps serve a mission. I wanted to get married and have children.  I could hardly wait!  The basic difference between you and I and the two girls I mentioned can be summer up in one word – hope.  As you can see, the way you view your life does determine how you live your life.

Another reason to be optimistic is because optimism is a very attractive quality.  How many of you enjoy being around a friend at school who is always depressed, always negative?  “Oh, I’m so fat.  I’ll never get a date.  I’m going to flunk my test, etc.”  I don’t know about you, but I can only be around these people for about three minutes.  Then I have to leave because they leave me feeling depressed.  If you want to win friends and influence people – start with a positive attitude.

Negative attitudes, even in their mildest form, can drain energy and cause us to do poorly in school or in our relationships with others.  They can even cause such physical problems such as headaches, ulcers, high blood pressure, digestive problems and heart attacks.  Pessimism can affect a person’s activity in the church, her ability to make friends, her ability to keep a job and to build a testimony.

Before we go any further, I would like to explain exactly what optimism is, because I think it often gets a bad rap.  Some think that in order to be optimistic, you have to go around like Pollyanna, ignoring reality and saying things like “I’ve never had any problems; I love adversity; everything is wonderful, etc.”  You do not have to ignore reality to have a positive attitude.  An optimist simply says, “Yes, I have problems, but I have a feeling that things will get better.  Even if today wasn’t that great, I know things will start looking up tomorrow.”  I think Neal A. Maxwell said it best –“You can have a bad day and still have a good life.” I think that is the motto of Optimists Anonymous.

The first step to develop a positive attitude is to simply realize that attitude is a choice and that you are free to choose your level of happiness.

I love this article entitled “Attitude”

The 92-year-old, petite, well-poised and proud lady, who is fully dressed each morning by eight o’clock, with her hair fashionably coifed and makeup perfectly applied, even though she is legally blind, moved to a nursing home today.  Her husband of 70 years recently passed away, making the move necessary.  After many hours of waiting patiently in the lobby of the nursing home, she smiled sweetly when told her room was ready.

As she maneuvered her walker to the elevator, I provided a visual description of her tiny room, including the eyelet sheets that had been hung on her window.  “I love it,” she stated with the enthusiasm of an eight-year-old having just been presented with a new puppy.  “Mrs. Jones, you haven’t seen the room…just wait.”  “That doesn’t have anything to do with it,” she replied.  “Happiness is something you decide on ahead of time.  Whether I like my room or not doesn’t depend on how the furniture is arranged….it’s how I arrange my mind.  I already decided to love it.  It’s a decision I make every morning when I wake up.  I have a choice: I can spend the day in bed recounting the difficulty I have with the parts of my body that no longer work, or get out of bed and be thankful for the ones that do.  Each day is a gift, and as long as my eyes open, I’ll focus on the new day and all the happy memories I’ve stored away.”
The second suggestion I have for developing a positive attitude is to improve your facial expression.  I was fortunate to serve with a mission companion in Santiago, Chile that had a megawatt smile. She was a human magnet.  All of the sister missionaries wanted to be her companion.  All of the elders wanted to be her husband.  People would flock to her because she was so positive, radiant and contagious.  As you contemplate having a good attitude, remember, “If you’re happy, notify your face.”  It is very difficult to be sad while you are smiling. (Try it!)

The third anecdote for discouragement is gratitude.  So often, we concentrate exclusively on the two or three things in life that we don’t have and we fail to recognize the many, many blessings we do have.  Taking time to count those blessings every day will give us a more accurate perception of reality.

I also think laughter can brighten any day.  Have you ever laughed so hard you thought you were going to cry?  I once saw Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat while living in Los Angeles.  I must have laughed for three solid hours.  It felt so good!  Laughing cleanses our souls.  When I run across something that makes me laugh, I put it in my file to read when I am feeling lousy.

Perhaps one of the keys that make it easier for us to be happy at each stage of life is learning to take advantage of the advantages.  Years ago I illustrated this point with an object lesson. I gave each class member a piece of candy and asked them to put it in their mouths.  I then gave them each a rock and asked them to put it in their shoes.  I had them walk around the classroom for a few minutes and then asked them about their experience. Those who focused on the pain of having a rock in their shoe didn’t enjoy the exercise.  Those who focused on the delicious taste of candy in their mouth didn’t mind it at all.  

Each of us goes through life every day with candy in our mouths and rocks in our shoes.  Each stage of life has its advantages and disadvantages.  For example, wouldn’t it be great to be a baby again?  We would have someone to feed us, to rock us to sleep, to meet our every need.  However, how many of us would like to wear a dirty diaper again?  Or think of old age.  Senior citizens don’t have to go to work, they can enjoy retirement, play with their grandchildren, etc.  However, they often have to deal with health problems or the death of a spouse or a friend.  You as teenagers have advantages and disadvantages to your age.  You may not be able to drive or date, and you still have to obey your parents’ rules, but you get to spend time with your friends, you don’t have to pay rent or be tied down with three young children.  Those individuals who learn to take advantage of the advantages, rather than be depressed about the disadvantages of their stage of life accumulate the most joy and happiness along the way.

The final step to having a positive attitude is keeping an eternal perspective.  Some things that seem so huge to you now will someday become small and insignificant.  Let me give you a few examples from my own life that you can probably identify with.

I took piano lessons for twelve years.  During high school, my piano teacher would have me learn a concerto every year.  For those of you who don’t know what a concerto is, it is a song that is very difficult and is usually about 30 pages long.  Each year I would learn one and memorize it.  It usually took me about nine months just to prepare that one song.  At the end of the year we would play our concertos for a judge and he would rate us as good, excellent or superior.  If you received several superior ratings in a row, you would win a trophy or something.  Anyway, I had received a superior each year, and therefore had practiced very hard for this particular festival.  When I played my song for the judge I nailed it.  I played it better than I ever had before.  Even my teacher was astonished. 

When my score came back the judge had given me an excellent instead of a superior.  I was crushed!  I knew that it wasn’t a fair score and that I had been cheated.  I remember going out to my car and just sobbing.  If I had had an eternal perspective that day, I would have been disappointed, but I would have realized that it wasn’t a huge deal.  I would have realized that it didn’t affect my eternal salvation in any way, shape or form.  It would have made the whole experience a little easier.

Let me share another story.  In high school there was a young man (bachelor #1) who showed interest in me, but unfortunately I didn’t have those same feelings for him.  We had been out a time or two and the feelings just weren’t there.  He was a nice young man, but it had been quite awkward.  There was another young man (bachelor #2) that I had had a crush on for years.  He was absolutely adorable.  Every time he talked to me in the hallway, I would practically have a stroke.  I had been out with him once and it had been so much fun.  I thought he was the greatest thing since sliced bread.

One night, after a football game, I went to the victory dance.  At our school the dances were held in the commons area and everyone sat around on the floor and talked, except when they were dancing.  I was sitting there on the floor when all of a sudden my crush came and sat down beside me.  He and I sat there, alone, the entire dance, just talking and talking.  I was in seventh heaven.  It was as though all my birthdays had come at once.  Towards the end of the evening, the DJ came on and said, “This will be the final dance.” As the romantic song began to play, I knew he was going to ask me to dance.  (Sometimes you can just tell.)  Suddenly, out of the blue, I saw bachelor #1 walking across the dance floor, headed straight for us.  I was mortified!  I just kept thinking – this can’t happen to me.  Not now, not here.  But sure enough, he came up to us and said, “Shannon, would you like to dance?”  I said yes, because I knew it was the right thing to do.  We danced, and after the song ended, we all got in our cars and went home.  It was a tragic ending to a wonderful night.

At the time, I thought that my life had ended.  I didn’t see how I could possibly go on.  If I had had an eternal perspective that night, I would have realized immediately that it really didn’t matter who I danced with.  To be honest with you, I don’t even know what happened to either one of those guys.  I don’t know whom they married or where they live.  They just aren’t a significant part of my life.  Having an eternal perspective while going through your teenage years can be a real lifesaver.

I would like to share an article from the Readers Digest that has taught me a great deal.  It sums up everything we’ve talked about so far.  It’s called “Sigmund Wollman’s Reality Test.”  (Condensed from “UH-OH” by Robert Fulghum)

It was the summer of 1959.  At a resort inn in the Sierra Nevadas of Northern California, I had a job that combined being the night desk clerk in the lodge and helping with the horse-wrangling at the stables.  The owner-manger was Swiss, with European notions about conditions of employment.  He and I did not get along.  I thought he was a fascist who wanted peasant employees who knew their place.  I was 22, just out of college, and pretty free with my opinions.

One week the employees had been served the same thing for lunch every single day - two wieners, a mound of sauerkraut and stale rolls.  To compound insult with injury, the cost of the meals was deducted from our paychecks.  I was outraged.

On Friday night of that awful week, I was as my desk job around 11 p.m., and the night auditor had just come on duty.  I went into the kitchen and saw a note to the chef to the effect that wieners and sauerkraut were on the employee menu for two more days.

That tore it.  For lack of any better audience, I unloaded on the night auditor, Sigmund Wollman.

I declared that I had had it up to here; that I was going to get a plate of wieners and sauerkraut and wake up the owner and throw it at him.  Nobody was going to make me eat wieners and sauerkraut for a whole week and make me pay for it and this was un-American and I didn’t like wieners and sauerkraut enough to eat them one day for goodness sake and the whole hotel stunk and I was packing my bags and heading for Montana where they never even heard of wieners and sauerkraut and wouldn’t feed that stuff to pigs.  Something like that.

I raved on in this way for 20 minutes.  My monologue was delivered at the top of my lungs, punctuated by blows on the front desk with a fly swatter, the kicking of chairs and much profanity.

As I pitched my fit, Sigmund Wollman sat quietly on his stool, watching me with sorrowful eyes.  Put a bloodhound in a suit and tie and you have Sigmund Wollman. He had good reason to look sorrowful.  Survivor of Auschwitz.  Three years.  German Jew.  Thin, coughed a lot.  He liked being alone at the night job.  It gave him intellectual space, peace and quiet, and even more, he could go into the kitchen and have a snack whenever he wanted to – all the wieners and sauerkraut he wished.  To him, a feast.  More than that, there was nobody around to tell him what to do.  In Auschwitz he had dreamed of such a time.  The only person he saw at work was me, the nightly disturber of his dream.  Our shifts overlapped an hour.  And here I was, a one-man war party at full cry.

“Lissen, Fulchum, Lissen me, lissen me.  You know what’s wrong with you?  It’s not wieners and kraut and it’s not the boss and it’s not the chef and it’s not this job.”  

“So what’s wrong with me?”  

“Fulchum, you think you know everything, but you don’t know the difference between an inconvenience and a problem.  If you break your neck, if you have nothing to eat, if your house is on fire – then you got a problem.  Everything else is inconvenience.  Life is inconvenient.  Life is lumpy.

“Learn to separate the inconveniences from the real problems.  You will live longer.  And will not annoy people like me so much.  Good night.” In a gesture combining dismissal and blessing, he waved me off to bed.

Seldom in my life have I been hit between the eyes so hard with truth.  There in that late-night darkness of a Sierra Nevada inn, Sigmund Wollman simultaneously kicked my behind and opened a window in my mind.

For 30 years now, in times of stress and strain, when something has me backed against the wall and I’m ready to do something really stupid with my anger, a sorrowful face appears in my mind and asks, “Fulchum.  Problem or inconvenience?”

I think of this as the Wollman Test of Reality.  Life is lumpy.  And a lump in the oatmeal, a lump in the throat, and a lump in the breast are not the same lump.  One should learn the difference.  Good night, Sig.

I hope that as we each encounter difficulties in our lives, as we find ourselves in a rut, we can remember some of the things we have talked about today.  I hope that we can remember that attitude is a choice; that we should express gratitude to our Father in Heaven every day of our lives.  I hope that we learn to take advantage of the advantages for each stage of life.  And I pray that we will always maintain an eternal perspective.
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