The Beacon

  The Six H.A.B.I.T.S. of Highly Happy People: Part 1 - - Having Choices


Feeling imprisoned lately? Trapped by circumstances or the fallout of your poor choices – or worse yet, the fallout of someone else’s poor choices? See no way out of your hopeless situation? You’re a prisoner of war – the war between despair and hope. And the key to your prison bars is called “choice.”


At least, that’s what Viktor E. Frankl came up with, when he, a medical doctor and psychiatrist, was a prisoner in several concentration camps during World War II. He saw that people could be forced to endure appalling cruelties, live in the most degrading conditions, and endure depravations like most of us will never know, but no one could force the prisoners to think in certain ways. Those prisoners who utilized their power to choose were the ones who fared the best – and were the least likely to choose to hurl themselves into the electrified fences, the most common mode of suicide.


His book is entitled “Man’s Search for Meaning,” and at last count there were nearly 60 Google( pages about it. Many links were postings from people saying how this book changed their life. Why are we so fascinated? What does “meaning” have to do with “choices” or “happiness,” anyway?


Some of Frankl’s companions in misery were still able to find meaning by choosing their attitude. They chose to notice something like a masterful sunset, or even, as they stood barefoot in the snow, the severe beauty of a wintry day. They chose how to respond to their captors and to their fellow prisoners. They sanctified their suffering by inquiring what life was asking of them, and then choosing to suffer in a noble way, believing that their loved ones, or God, or someone was able to see and be pleased with their attitudes and sacrifices. Other prisoners chose to live in the past – to fantasize about their favorite meals, their former careers, their old homes, and did not fare nearly so well.


The “H” of H.A.B.I.T.S. means that we all Have Choices we can make. Believing you have no choice makes you feel like a prisoner, but exercising your power to choose will set your spirit free, even though your circumstances may not change. Dr. Dan Baker, co-author of What Happy People Know: How the New Science of Happiness Can Change Your Life for the Better (Published by Rodale Inc., 2002), says, “Unhappy people make the mistake of giving in to the automatic fear reaction, which limits their choices drastically, to just fighting, fleeing, or freezing. Happy people turn away from fear, and find that their intellects and spirits contain a vast warehouse of choices.” 


It’s been said that we can endure the “what” if we know the “why.” I’m not so sure that we ever will, in this life anyway, completely know the “why,” although it’s certainly a very normal and human question to ask. But perhaps a better question would be “How?” How can I make this miserable experience mean something? How can I wrest every drop of good from this bad situation? What can I learn? What can I then pass on to others? 


I’m not advocating a cockeyed optimist approach or the chanting of affirmations. (Remember the crazy chief inspector in the Pink Panther movies who asserted to his psychiatrist, “Every day, in every way, I’m getting better and better” before he went completely mad?) I am, however, telling myself, and suggesting to you, to intentionally seek meaning and choose to elevate and ennoble whatever suffering we are called upon to inescapably endure. Isn’t that the better, wise choice?

Resources:

http://www.mindpub.com/topic38.htm Mind Publications -- a baker’s dozen articles on various aspects of happiness.

Google( this: “Most folks are about as happy as they make up their minds to be.” LOTS of links!

