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My father often repeated to me the proverb, “I cried because I had no shoes, and then I saw a man who had no feet.” During his time in France, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Germany between 1944 and 1946 he had seen people in both conditions. I was fortunate to have been shielded from such sights during my childhood. And that, I came to realize, was my father’s intention for his children. As a relatively young man he had seen a lifetime’s worth of suffering. Far from the battlefields and ruined cities of Europe, he was determined to create as secure a world as he could for his family in what he called his “little shack in the suburbs.”
Under the perfectly adequate roof of my parents’ “little shack,” my sisters and I were like many children. With little concern about our needs being met, we focused on our wants. Again and again, Dad put our desires into perspective by reminding us how blessed we truly were. Yes, we were enjoined to clean our plates “because children were starving in Europe.” But my father’s charge carried weight; he actually had seen hungry children lining up by the garbage cans of GI mess halls, waiting to carry away whatever scraps of food the soldiers discarded.
Americans who have not personally witnessed war’s devastation or traveled in third world countries or even been exposed to the most impoverished areas of our own country may find elusive the perspective my father encouraged. We live in an age of complaint and blame: complaint because we do not believe we are getting everything to which we are entitled and blame because somebody else must be at fault. Perhaps the best antidote for this affliction is to recall the proverb my father taught his children.
Although we may not think of ourselves as such, we are rich when compared with most of the people on the planet. Generally, we are better nourished, better housed, better educated, and healthier, despite our national hand-wringing over all those issues. While the acknowledgment of our relative wealth is a substantial step in gaining perspective, it also is important to understand that no special virtue is conveyed by poverty. The Scottish writer and teacher George Macdonald perhaps said it best: “It is not the rich man only who is under the dominion of things; they too are slaves who, having no money, are unhappy from the lack of it.” Contentment eludes the rich and poor equally.
Bitterness, resentment, and jealousy have more to do with what we carry in our heads than what we carry in our wallets. A chronic focus on our deprivation, whether real or perceived, is destructive to the soul. To be healthy, we must take time each day to appreciate what we have. As the eighteenth-century dramatist G. E. Lessing observed, “A single grateful thought toward heaven is the most perfect prayer.”
From time to time, parents of children enrolled in our programs at the Parent–Child Development Corporation take a moment to thank our teachers for the dedication and wonderful gifts they offer. Such appreciation always is valued greatly. Expressions of gratitude cheer our staff and refresh their resolve to continue serving children and families to the very best of their ability. Words of thanks are powerful, and the favorable human response to them is universal.
In this season of thanksgiving we all are capable of uttering more than one “perfect prayer,” whether it is raised to heaven or expressed to those people who make a difference in our lives. In doing so, we will be both blessing and blessed.
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