I Would Count My Blessings, But I’m No Good At Fractions
Several years ago my brother was telling his young son about Thanksgiving.  He told him that they were going to a party, and then decided that his son needed to hear the story behind Thanksgiving.  He told him about how mean kings in Europe wouldn’t let people worship, so the Pilgrims came to America and had Thanksgiving with the Indians.  His son paused, looked concerned, and said, “Dad, I don’t want to go to that party!”

Today I would like to talk about thanksgiving, the ongoing spirit of gratitude that we should have toward our Heavenly Father.

Thirty years ago I had the privilege of serving as a South American missionary in Santiago, Chile.  I remember one particular day feeling very sorry for myself.  I had asked a lady there to cut my hair and she had cut my bangs clear back to the middle of my head.  Combined with the haircut I had received in the MTC, my hair looked quite hideous.  To add to my beauty, a lady had offered to make me a dress for two dollars.  It was a bright blue jumper covered in panda bears - one side being higher than the other.  I looked like the host of Romper Room.  To complete the ensemble, I had an old, worn-out pair of black shoes that were falling apart. As I walked down the street with my companion I threw a pity party for myself and complained about my situation.

We started knocking doors, and at one home, a lady came to the door.  We told her who we were and asked if we could come in and share a message.  She said that she would be too embarrassed for us to see the inside of her house. We replied that we had seen it all; that it wouldn’t faze us, and she reluctantly let us in.  Although I had heard stories about South American missionaries who visited poor homes I was not prepared for what I saw.  

The walls of the home were made of tin.  There were holes in the wall and since it was raining outside, it was also raining inside.  The floor was nothing but dirt and there was a seven year-old boy running around without any shoes on.  I had on a sweater that day, not only to hide the panda bear jumper, but also because it was cold.  There were no walls in the house - only cardboard partitions to separate the different rooms.  The living room had no furniture except an old bus seat.  The lady graciously cleared the firewood off of the bus seat so that my companion and I could sit down.

As my companion started the discussion, I heard a baby crying in the back of the house.  I offered to take care of him while the lesson continued.  I walked to the back room and found a little baby without clothing on lying on the bed.  I picked him up and held him to get him warm.  A short time later the mother and my companion came back to join me.  The mother didn’t have any diapers for the baby, so she wrapped her son’s shirt around the baby’s bottom.  Since she had no plastic pants, she cut a couple of holes in the bottom of a plastic bag, and slipped it over the baby’s legs and tied it around his waist.

Since it was Thanksgiving time, we asked the woman what she was thankful for.  She replied, “Well, I have epilepsy and I have a lot of seizures.  I’m just so grateful that I haven’t had to spend very much time in the hospital this month.”  As I listened to her talk while holding that baby in my arms, I felt more ashamed of myself than I have ever felt.  I said to myself, “Shannon, don’t you ever complain about your lot in life again.”  It was a powerful lesson.

We don’t have to go half way around the world to find situations that make us appreciate what we have.  Several years ago I went to Rockford Elementary to have lunch with my two daughters.  I went out to recess with them and we walked around the playground.  I noticed a little girl, probably about 8 years old, sitting by herself on a rock pile.  A while later she approached me to show me several rocks she had cracked in two.  She kept one half of each, and gave me the other half.  She showed me how the inside sparkled, like granite.  As we walked, she continued to follow us around talking about her rocks.  She had on a special Valentines Day dress and I noticed that her coat was quite dirty.  I could tell that her family probably struggled financially.  She said, “These rocks can be very valuable.  If you find diamonds inside, they can make you rich.  My mom doesn’t have much money.  I owe $1.20 in library fines.  That’s why I’m cracking rocks.”  My heart just about broke. Luckily I had $1.25 in my pocket.  Why does this world have to be so sad?

Brothers and sisters, life is hard.  All of us carry burdens that can seem so difficult at times.  Perhaps we feel that the Lord doesn’t love us, or that he’s forgotten us.  I remember reading a Frank and Earnest cartoon that said, “I would count my blessings, but I’m no good at fractions.”  Or like someone else put it, “Just once I’d like to get a blessing that’s not in disguise!”  And yet, if we broaden our view and look at the world around us, we realize just how blessed we truly are. 

Let me share a portion of an article I received a few years ago that I try to read every Thanksgiving to help me put things in perspective.

If you woke this morning with more health than illness, you are more blessed than the million who won’t survive the week.

If you have never experienced the danger of battle, the loneliness of imprisonment or the pangs of starvation you are ahead of 20 million people around the world.

If you attend a church meeting without fear of harassment or arrest you are more blessed than almost three billion people around the world. 

If you have food in your refrigerator, clothes on your back, a roof over your head and a place to sleep, you are richer than 75% of the people in this world.

If you have money in the bank, in your wallet, and spare change in a dish someplace, you are among the top 8% of the worlds’ wealthy.
Some people call the glass half empty; some call it half full. Some people are just happy to have a glass.
Several years ago President Gordon B. Hinckley gave a talk called the 6 B’s.  He expressed six things that he wanted members of the church to be - be grateful, be smart, be clean, etc.  When I first heard it, I was quite surprised to find “Be grateful” at the top of the list.  I know that being thankful is important, but if I were the prophet telling my people what to be, I don’t know that gratitude is the first thing that would have come to my mind.  As I prepared this talk, I decided to figure out why he placed that where he did. Here are a few of the things I learned.

1. Gratitude is central to our relationship with God

As I pondered, I realized just how central gratitude is to our relationship with our Heavenly Father.  Many years ago my youngest son turned six and we went all out on his birthday party. We had a medieval theme and invited about ten of his friends.  The house was decorated to the hilt.  Each guest made a tunic, crown and sword.  It was quite the elaborate bash.  Later that evening I asked my son if he had had a good birthday.  He replied, “I guess so, but nobody really paid any attention to me.”  Needless to say, I bit my tongue.  

We as parents expect our children to thank us for everything we do because as human beings, we need their praise and gratitude.  Unlike us, our Heavenly Father asks us to show gratitude to Him not because He needs to hear it, but because we need to say it.  

Why do we say the blessing on the food?  Will the food poison us if we don’t?  Why do we bless brownies to make us healthy and strong even if we know they won’t?  We pray over our food each morning, noon and night simply to remind us where the food comes from.

People who are grateful recognize that literally every blessing they have in their lives comes from the Lord.  They recognize that without him, they are nothing!  Isn’t that the purpose of life after all – to realize that we can’t make it on our own and submit our will to His? Gratitude is a precursor to humility, and the greatest antidote to pride.

2. Gratitude eliminates pride

Consider the pride cycle in the Book of Mormon.  The people were righteous, and the Lord blessed them.  They became prideful, became wicked and were punished.  The cycle repeats itself over and over again.  I realized that gratitude is the element that stops that cycle.  When we are righteous and the Lord blesses us, we have two options.  We can say, “Wow, look at what I’ve become!  Look at what I’ve done!” and allow pride to fill our hearts.  The wickedness and destruction soon follow.  However, if after we receive blessings from the Lord we feel gratitude instead and say, “Thank you Heavenly Father for blessing me with all these things; thank you for making me who I am,” we are filled with humility and reverence for him.  We have the desire to serve him and obey his commandments, which allows us to stay in the righteous/blessed part of the cycle forever.

3. Gratitude affects our level of happiness

When life is hard, it is easy to feel abandoned; that God doesn’t love us or care about us.  This despair can lead to a downward spiral.  Gratitude helps us feel God’s love and recognize his continued hand in our lives. I once attended a medical presentation on anxiety and depression.  The doctor spent a great deal of time talking about gratitude.  He cited several scientific studies that show that gratitude can help people have fewer heart attacks, be happier and more peaceful, do better on cognitive tests, practice healthier habits, have better relationships, live longer, cope more effectively with every day stress, recover more quickly from illness and have more energy and less pain.  

It makes sense.  When we’re feeling alone, if we stop to count our blessing, it reminds us that the Lord is still aware of us. Like the song says, “When upon life’s billows you are tempest tossed.  When you are discouraged thinking all is lost.  Count your many blessings, name them one by one, and it will surprise you what the Lord has done.”

Several years ago I was admitted to the hospital.  In November of 2007, I took an antibiotic for a skin rash.  My body had a severe allergic reaction to the medication, which caused pneumonia in both of my lungs.  The pneumonia quickly progressed to respiratory failure and a condition known as ARDS, which is often fatal.

I was intubated on a ventilator in ICU in a medically induced coma for two weeks.  The doctors did everything they could, but I continued to deteriorate.  At one point my temperature was 105*, my pulse was 180 and my oxygen levels which were supposed to be in the high nineties were in the 60's and 70's, which isn’t really compatible with life.  Many last-ditch efforts were attempted to preserve my life.  Thanks to a loving Heavenly Father and many prayers, I was permitted to stay.

When I awoke from the coma, I was basically paralyzed, due to the paralytic agents that they had to use to keep me on the ventilator.  As a result, I had to go to rehab for a few weeks to learn how to walk again, how to feed myself, dress myself, etc. I was in the hospital for five weeks.  I would have to say, without question, that I learned more about gratitude in those five weeks than I had learned in the previous 39 years.

During that experience, almost everything I had was taken away from me – including my ability to breathe - and then given back to me one piece at a time.  It made me appreciate every single individual blessing in my life.  

After being in a coma for two weeks, I’ll never forget the first time the nurse put a spoonful of ice chips into my mouth.  I thought I had died and gone to heaven!  It tasted so great I just had to savor the flavor.  I distinctly remember thinking, “Do people realize how wonderful ice chips are?”  I just couldn’t get over it.  I soon progressed to a pureed diet with thickened liquids.  If you think pureed carrots and beans are bad, you ought to taste thickened water!   It tastes as good as it sounds.  When I graduated to canned peaches and pears it was as though all my dreams had come true!  I could hardly wait for my next meal.

I also came to appreciate something as simple as rolling over.  I had received a day pass to join my family at home on Christmas Day.  We spent the afternoon at my in-laws and they put me down for a nap on my mother-in-law’s big fluffy bed.  After they had gone back to the kitchen, I decided to roll over onto my stomach.  I immediately realized that that was a mistake because my face was smothered in the pillows and I wasn’t very comfortable.  I was unable to roll myself back over, so I “yelled” for help.  Unfortunately my voice hadn’t returned yet, so I quietly whispered “Doug, Doug.”  Later my brother-in-law heard my cries and they were able to flip me back over.

I remember how wonderful it felt to have my hair washed after being in ICU for three weeks.  When a patient is knocking on death’s door, the hair-do is naturally the least of everyone’s concern.  My hair was matted to my head and looked atrocious.  My hairdresser came up to the hospital and four ladies hoisted me into the chair of the rehab beauty salon.  That wonderful woman washed, conditioned, cut and styled my hair.  I almost felt human!  It was unbelievable.

The first time I tried to feed myself was quite comical.  They had created a big foam spoon handle for me to grasp with my left hand since my right hand was weak.  You would think it would be easy to will your hand to pick up the food and deliver it to your mouth.  It’s not as easy as it looks!  There would always be scrambled eggs running down my bib it seemed.  

I also remember the first time I dressed myself.  It took me nearly half an hour and left me completely exhausted.  I had to take a nap.   I sat there on the side of my bed thinking, “How many people got up this morning, threw on their clothes and ran out the door without even thinking about the fact that they could?” I was just as guilty as anyone.

And driving for the first time!  After being dependent on people for months, it was such a thrill to finally be able to drive myself to the places I needed to be.  My husband didn’t trust my reflexes and made me go to the church parking lot to prove to him that I could safely operate a motor vehicle.  I passed with flying colors.  The first time I drove to Walmart all by myself was truly a milestone, such a feeling of freedom and independence.

Before this experience, never once had I appreciated the fact that I could sit, walk, climb stairs, feed myself, comb my hair, carry my children, drive a car or take a shower.  It was just a given.  And yet as I painstakingly relearned each of these tasks, my mind was opened to a whole new world.  The absence of even one of these blessings can really put a damper on life.

Several months after discharge I realized that I was slipping back into my old life - taking things for granted and failing to fully appreciate the simple things in life.  I determined that I would never lose what I had gained.  I didn’t want the experience to be in vain.  I had to find a way to retain in my mind the gratitude I had gained for the individual blessings in my life.  I decided that each night when I said my prayers, I would begin by saying, “Heavenly Father, thank you for saving my life.”  Then I would thank him for three basic things that I had never thanked him for before - the fact that I could see, functioning lungs, a warm bed to sleep in, etc.  I continued that practice for years and I testify to you that it works.

In addition to thanking our Heavenly Father for his blessings, it is so vital that we thank one another for the kindnesses we receive.  I am a firm believer in the power of a written thank-you note.  A year after my hospitalization, we took a picture of our family out on the front porch and made it into a Christmas card.  I sent one to each of my doctors and the hospital staff because I wanted them to know just how much I appreciated them saving my life and allowing me to have another Christmas with my children.  A couple of weeks later, I received a hand written note from the pulmonologist who diagnosed the medication allergy and saved my life.  Let me share it with you:

Dear Shannon,

Thank you so very much for your letter.  It is so very rare that we physicians are informed of the results of our actions, and I am glad you had such a wonderful outcome.  I did step into your ICU room a couple of times after you were off the ventilator.....Do you remember that?  I hope you and your family have a wonderful Christmas and a Happy New Year.  I know that receiving your letter has greatly enhanced my holiday season and is one of the best gifts I could ever get.

I’d like to finish with one of my favorite scriptures in the Book of Mormon.  It is part of King Benjamin’s speech found in Mosiah 2: 20-22.

“I say unto you, my brethren, that if you should render all the thanks and praise which your whole soul has power to possess, to that God who has created you, and has kept and preserved you, and has caused that ye should rejoice, and has granted that ye should live in peace one with another - I say unto you that if ye should serve him who has created you from the beginning, and is preserving you from day to day, by lending you breath, that ye may live and move and do according to your own will, and even supporting you from one moment to another - I say, if ye should serve him with all your whole souls yet ye would be unprofitable servants.  And behold, all that he requires of you is to keep his commandments.”

We are very blessed.  Just think of all the things we don’t have that we don’t want. We need to express thanks and gratitude to the Lord - not because He needs to hear it, but because we need to say it.  In April of 2014, Dieter F. Uchtdorf explained that our gratitude shouldn’t be proportional to how many blessings we receive.  We shouldn’t necessarily “count” our blessings (or compare them to others) but realize that gratitude is a disposition, a way of life.  We shouldn’t necessarily be thankful for things, but rather we should be thankful in our circumstances.

Brothers and sisters, we all carry burdens that at times can seem so hard to bear.  There are real challenges we face every day.  I testify that expressing gratitude to our Heavenly Father will increase our ability to endure the challenges we encounter.  Having a spirit of gratitude in our hearts will bring us joy and contentment. How truly blessed we are!  In the name of Jesus Christ, Amen.
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