Gratitude – Love – Responsibility

By Gisela T. O’Neil

The course of a human life falls roughly into two parts. In the beginning, till we reach adulthood, we are at the receiving end of life: parents, teachers, and society bestow their care upon us. Later follows the time when we ourselves are called upon to contribute to other people and to society. This is part of grow​ing up, of maturing.

Think of the boundless expectations with which a young child anticipates his birthday or other gift-bestowing events, how he feels at the center of the world! Actually most of the early part of life is a continuous receiving. Later, the birthdays are no longer what they used to be, and the day often passes un​noticed by others. Obligations, instead of the former expecta​tions, become dominant.

The receiving comes naturally; the giving has to be learned. Although they both interplay, there is a definite dividing line. This falls perhaps between romance and married life, and between being a student and taking on a job-responsibility. The transition we all have to make can either be hindered or helped, according to the education we have received.

There are many problems today. Often the growing-up process seems delayed. This shows up in the inability to make commitments to others, or to one's work. Irresponsibility is ram​pant, as we can read from many symptoms of the day, such as our rising divorce rate, the problem of deserted children, the appalling nursing-home situation, careless workmen, lack of work ethics, being on the take, or graft. The attitude of 'what's in it for me?' seems widespread. This self-centeredness may be proper for a young child but is misplaced in the adult, creating social ills and thereby affecting the lives of others adversely.

It seemed all so much easier in the past when methods of social indoctrination still worked, when norms of "good social behavior" were still drilled into children. "Being a lady", "be​ing a gentleman", were well-defined norms that pre-established automatic lines of social behavior. You dressed in a certain way, spoke in a certain way, and your manners were deter​mined by the customs of your social class. The further back we go, the more the playing a role was part of the social structure. This has broken down completely and is no longer part of the system of upbringing. It all seems to have started with the weak​ening of discipline in the raising of children.

Children are no longer formed from outside, but neither are they formed from within. How otherwise could we under​stand the symptoms of our amorphous teenagers who take on the mores and tastes of their peer-groups imitating whatever is around them? Their shapeless personalities, without ideals and direction of their own? The fact that imitation, instead of self​-direction, is so pronounced among adolescents raises an edu​cational question. Was imitation, which is the learning mode of the very young child, given its proper due during the early childhood years? What did they imitate at home as young children?

Here we approach a sad chapter of upbringing today. The old norms are gone. Modern mothers seem often to be without instincts for the real needs of a young child. There are no tra​ditions to fall back on, only uncertainty, at best, hopelessly un​workable theories about treating the child "as a person." You only need visit a modern home or observe a family meal - and you know it all!

"What would you like?", "What do you want?". -- These questions in many variations form the atmosphere surrounding the young child. However well intended, the continuous cater​ing to his wants acts as a poison to the young soul. It awakens premature consciousness of his likes and dislikes, his wants and don't-wants, as if these were of greatest importance to him and to others. They become an integral part of his vocabulary and of his responses at the dinner table, at getting dressed or going to bed, during leisure time, and in and out of school. The child becomes prey to the whims of the moment: now I want to do it, now I don't want to do it! This forms hindrances in his social conduct and creates discipline problems, causing a bleak outlook for growing up.

In the very young child, the likes and dislikes may sound cute and amusing; in the long run, however, they breed the worst form of egotism, self-centeredness, and blindness to the needs of others or of a situation. They narrow down his inter​ests to what rises within him at the spur of the moment. He may not feel like doing things that need to be done, resulting in lack of discipline on all fronts.

The consequences of this child-centered upbringing come to full force with the awakening of the critical faculties at puberty and during the stormy years of adolescence. They mani​fest themselves then as moodiness, arrogance, criticism, rejec​tion, irresponsibility, raw egotism, doing things for kicks, or even vandalism and destructiveness. In milder forms they show up in the attitude of taking things continuously for granted, having things done for them, given to them, without apprecia​tion or even awareness of the effort, the cost, the work, the source, the giver involved.

*  *  *
What then can be done? Should be done? If the forming from outside has become obsolete (although a modicum of courtesy and good manners should not be abandoned), can we help the child by other means to develop eventually into a mature, responsible person? And how can this be done?

Let us use an analogy: every gardener knows that in order to enjoy blossoms and fruits, careful early work is required in preparing the soil planting the seeds, tending the growing plants. Roots, stems, and leaves need much care in order for blossoms to appear. Pruning may be necessary; insects and weeds must be eliminated.

Education, like gardening, is a life-process that requires time and care. Like the plant, the child goes through various phases of maturing: and the educator (the parents or teacher) can well be likened to a gardener who cannot harvest through neglect. The gardener will not be able to change a rose into a lily, but he can certainly, with the proper know-how, nurture the rosebush until it bears blossoms; and so can the educator aid the child to bring out his innate human qualities which, without adequate help, might suffer the fate of the rosebush that blooms sparsely or not at all.

We are now talking about the education of the moral life, not about intellectual training. And we have to look at it in three phases: the early childhood years, the elementary-school age, and adolescence. They relate to the growing child, just as the root, the stem with leaves, and the blossoms relate to the unfolding plant.

If the goal is responsibility, inner discipline, the willingness to do one's share, and eventually the ability to give oneself di​rection and purpose in life, the soil for this blossoming will have to be prepared early in life.

Responsibility grows out of love, which in turn has grown out of gratitude. Rudolf Steiner gave this sequence in an edu​cational lecture in Holland, in 1924,
 as the three soul-qualities to be fostered during the three phases of growing up: thankful​ness during the years of the preschool child; love as the virtue for the elementary-school years; responsibility as the outgrowth of these qualities during the adolescent period.

If these concepts seem startling to begin with, they become ever so obvious to one working with children and reflecting upon life in general. Isn't thankfulness and appreciation the mother-soil for love? And then, doesn't genuine love, not infatua​tion, lead to the wish to reciprocate, to help, to do one's share? It is so in life, and it works also in the education of the child.

During the early years, when everything is given to the child and he is solely a recipient, isn't thankfulness the natural response? Fortunate is the child who can learn early in life to bow his head in reverence and gratitude at the dinner table, while the family says grace; fortunate is the child who, before going to bed, is led to look up to the stars and the moon at night in thankfulness and security for their watching over him while he sleeps; fortunate is the child who is guided to speak a prayer in bed, in thankfulness for the varied gifts of the day; fortun​ate is the child who can even thank the sun for shining or the rain for watering the trees; fortunate is the child who can live in a family atmosphere where gratitude and appreciation are expressed for the work and care that father and mother con​tribute daily. Indeed, fortunate is the child who can thus imitate the very gestures and language of gratitude, thereby learning from early years to turn his attention to the source of the many and varied gifts of life, instead of concentrating on his own wants.

In the above-quoted lecture Rudolf Steiner summarized the child's need to experience thankfulness:

Why does the child do this or that in the years before he is seven? Because he wants to imitate. He wants to do what he sees being done in his immediate surround​ings. But what he does must be connected with life, it must be led over into living activity. We can do very much to help him bring this about if we accustom the child to feel gratitude for what he receives from his en​vironment. Gratitude is the basic virtue in the child be​tween birth and the change of teeth. If he sees that everyone who stands in some relationship to him in the outer world shows gratitude for what he receives from this world; if, in confronting the outer world and want​ing to imitate it, the child sees the kind of gestures that express gratitude, then a great deal is done towards es​tablishing the right human moral attitude. Gratitude is what belongs to the first  seven years of life. (Page 125)

During times of loss and loneliness - times that will be encountered by everyone - it has become part of folk wisdom to learn to "count one's blessings." This means to find consola​tion by actively replacing self-pity with the feeling of gratitude for the gifts of life that remain. How much richer, happier, and more fulfilled the lives of our children could be if, instead of an impoverishing self-centeredness, their parents and teachers were to foster the life-habit of thankfulness for the many blessings around them, which otherwise remain unnoticed and unap​preciated.

*   *   *
The cultivation of thankfulness should not cease with the elementary-school years, but as the child becomes ready to leave the small family unit and go to school, a new learning force, beyond that of imitation, comes to the fore. "Do as I do" is grad​ually replaced by "love as I love". Love for learning and love for his teachers now expand his inner horizon. (However, pre​mature schooling before the child is ready and longing for it, will certainly suffocate this love of learning.) Again, fortunate is the child who can learn from loving and enthusiastic teachers in an atmosphere of sympathy from teachers who can open his soul to the beauty and wonders of nature, and to the achieve​ments, struggles, and possibilities of man as they are depicted first in myths and legend, and later in historical figures. Fortun​ate is the child who can glow for heroes, legendary or historical, for their courage and their victories over adversity, who can iden​tify with the good forces that prevail, and can develop antipathy for base deeds. A student who can react with anger and indigna​tion, even outrage to unjust or destructive actions as they have occurred in history, is well on his way towards responsibility. He will not tolerate destructiveness and irresponsibility in his en​vironment, because moral feelings are implanted deeply within him.

Here we have to say a word about the prevalent indiscrim​inate television-viewing by children, where misfortune and de​struction become funny and provide amusing entertainment. There the child lives in an amoral climate his values become con​fused, his feeling,; callous, his responses paralyzed. Any parent who cannot see this detrimental influence on the moral develop​ment of a pliable, vulnerable child, must be blind.

But what about the child who displays amoral tendencies through his indifference towards good and evil, to whom all is the same, whose heart forces are inactive? Love cannot be taught directly. Rudolf Steiner, in the above-mentioned lecture, sug​gested that

If we perceive that what is good does not really please him, neither does what is bad awaken his displeasure ... a knowledge of human nature will prevent us from setting about things in such a way that we say: this child is lacking in lore for the good and antipathy for the bad. I must instill it in him! This cannot be done. But things will go of themselves if we foster gratitude in the child. It is therefore essential to know the part gratitude plays in the course of moral development in life. (Page 126)

Love grows out of gratitude; the feeling of responsibility, as the blossoming of the earlier stages, awakens with adolescence. Although there are some children who may show this quality in earlier years, they are the exception. This does not mean that, until it awakens, children should not be asked to do things, should have everything done for them - far from it!

Children love to participate. The toddler wants to be around his mother, yearns to imitate what she does, wants to do with her what she is doing. If she does not respond, but instead puts him out of her way, she is laying the foundation for no partici​pation in the years to come. Parents create the situations in which they later find themselves. And if the teenagers still come to the table and leave the table without moving a finger to help, or sit in front of the television while mother slaves in the kitchen or is cleaning the house, these are only the natural consequences of her having put them out of her way (and in front of the box) in the first place. If instead, young children are permitted to be `under foot', are encouraged to `help' and to `work' alongside the mother, at first in the spirit of imitative play, they will be happily engaged. In time their untrained fingers will become skillful, their clumsy hands become capable, and many of the tedious household chores can be accomplished cheerfully (remember, we are still in the imitative phase) to​gether with the mother, and later alone. "Come and be my helper" should be the initial attitude towards establishing the family habit of everyone is to help, everyone is to participate.

Children who learn early to be useful, to do constructive work, to contribute in small and then in larger ways, having their work appreciated and valued, will not easily become dis​cipline problems. But children who are non-participating, un​occupied, bored and ever dependent on stimulation from outside for entertainment, expecting constantly to have things done for them, will be far less cooperative at home and in school. And their path to maturity will be blocked by poor habits and attitudes.

*   *   *
Adolescence need not be a time of instability and confusion. It can be a period of learning, of intense idealism, of love for the whole world. A youth who has been taught in early child​hood to look in thankfulness to the source of the many gifts of life, who has been guided during the school years to love the good and to abhor evil, will have a moral basis for his intellec​tual capacities and judgement as they awaken with puberty. He will be able to act and to judge out of his own insight, with​out the need to imitate his age-peers. He will also know his proper place in life, in proportion to other people's contribution. He will want to build upon, not tear down the work of others. He can look forward to the future, with all the idealism of youth, to the time when he will be able to make his contribution to society.

By way of gratitude and love, he will come to responsibility.

These are the goals for an education of the moral life; and reality will often fall short of the attainable ideals. But, unless we know firmly the direction, we will never find the way.
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