


“Kay Wyma is a funny, honest, and encouraging guide who will 
walk with you toward more peace in your life one day, one step 
at a time.”

Holley Gerth, bestselling author of  
The Powerful Purpose of Introverts

“Ultimately, everyone— irrespective of wealth, color, age, or reli-
gion—just wants to be seen, to be valued, to feel like they matter. 
We can do that. Kay’s Peace Project invites readers to see and value 
people through a challenge to practice thankfulness, kindness, and 
mercy each day for thirty days. These practices invite humility 
and compassion and they open our hearts to experience humanity 
through the realization that we are all the same— people of great 
value and dignity. In doing so for others, we actually receive these 
things for ourselves.”

Leon Logothetis, global adventurer, author, and 
TV host of Netflix’s The Kindness Diaries

“Kay shares her family’s journey so openly and generously and 
welcomes you to the table. Grab a cup of tea or coffee and settle 
in as she invites you into her world in The Peace Project.”

Melissa d’Arabian, Food Network Star, New York Times 
bestselling author of Ten Dollar Dinners and Tasting Grace

“Without even realizing it, we develop habits of grumpiness, im-
patience, and suspicion. Like the force of gravity, our gaze instinc-
tively pulls downward until we make the choice to lift our chin and 
look up. And when we do, everything changes. What if we decided 
to choose gratitude, kindness, and mercy as our consistent re-
sponses to the challenges we face every day? My friend Kay Wyma 
has crafted such a challenge, one this world needs right now.

“One of the things I absolutely love about Kay is how accessibly 
she writes and lives. As you read, you’ll feel like you’re riding in 
her car and talking to a friend. Kay’s new book will simultaneously 
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challenge you and put you in a good mood. But this is no fluff 
topic. When you change your gaze, when you choose to respond 
to life redemptively, your brain changes, your heart changes, and 
the world around you heals a little. Our world needs this message.”

Susie Larson, talk radio host, national speaker,  
and author of Fully Alive

“Do you ever catch yourself thinking judgy thoughts about an-
noyances around you? Do you ever spiral down in a grumbly vor-
tex? Me too. Oof, do I ever need this challenge. We are obsessed 
with monthlong challenges. Whole30, Sober October, No- Shave 
November, NaNoWriMo—a month can really kick- start a dream 
or a healthy habit. But can one month actually transform us into 
kinder, more merciful, more thankful people? With Kay as our 
guide, I think it can.

“The Peace Project gives us thirty days to a more gracious you. 
I appreciate her daily life examples. From carpool with her kids to 
surly people at the store, Kay shares the exasperated thoughts we 
all have and offers hope and helpful solutions for seeing the world 
through a more positive lens. Want to soothe your soul? Try The 
Peace Project and get ready to chill out.”

Melanie Dale, author of Calm the H*ck Down

“Like a muscle in need of exercise, my soul needed The Peace 
Project. Kay and her crew tenderly led me through thirty days of 
practicing gratitude, kindness, and mercy. In her ‘big sister’ way, 
I felt understood while encouraged to approach everyday stresses 
differently. Unfortunately, I can’t force others to be less rude. But 
thanks to Kay, I’m better equipped to control my response and 
find peace in any circumstance.”

Heather MacFadyen, host and author of the  
Don’t Mom Alone podcast and book
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“What if our lives were marked with thankfulness, kindness, and 
mercy? Every relationship would change, perhaps none more than 
our marriages. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in fifteen years of 
working with couples, it’s that we need much more, not less, thank-
fulness, kindness, and mercy in our relationships. In her authentic, 
keep- it- real, and often humorous style, Kay Wills Wyma and The 
Peace Project help readers develop these attributes we desperately 
need in our most significant relationships.”

Scott Kedersha, marriage pastor and author of Ready or Knot?

“A difference maker! The Peace Project gives the why and the how 
to change the way we approach life. Kay uses casual and relatable 
situations to gently offer a refreshing point of view. I immediately 
noticed a positive difference in my personal actions that has given 
me a greater, more lasting peace. Thanks, Kay.”

Brenda Teele, Emmy Award–winning  
journalist and television personality

“Want to know the best way to change the world? Start where you 
are. The Peace Project is a soul- shifting experiment that starts 
with you! Grab a friend, coworker, or neighbor and follow Kay’s 
lead. Thirty days practicing thankfulness, kindness, and mercy 
will leave a ripple effect of love throughout your neighborhood 
and community.”

Kristin Schell, author of The Turquoise Table
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The Peace Project

E X P E R I M E N T  
P R A C T I C I N G  T H A N K F U L N E S S,  

K I N D N E S S,  A N D  M E R C Y
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kindness and generosity.
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Foreword

Twenty years ago, at the insistence of my late wife, Debbie, I ex-
perimented with showing kindness and mercy to a homeless man 
known on the streets as Suicide. Though he threatened to kill me 
and everyone else within his reach, Suicide’s aggression did not 
deter Debbie. She believed God spoke to her in a dream, telling 
her that this man possessed life- changing wisdom, and she asked 
me to befriend him. In the greatest leap of faith I’ve ever taken, 
after a five- month cat-and-mouse chase through our streets, this 
man became my friend. Who could have imagined that he would 
be the man God chose to show us kindness and encouragement 
through the darkest days of our lives?

I often wonder what would have happened had I had not taken 
that leap of faith and offered kindness to someone I did not be-
lieve deserved such. But this I do know: I was allowed to witness 
the raw power of thankfulness, kindness, and mercy in action as 
it worked its way into and through both of us— two very different, 
yet somehow the same, human beings. I watched a homeless ex- 
con who had never attended school a day in his life become a #1 
New York Times bestselling author. I witnessed an angry man, 
known only as Suicide, become a motivational speaker. I witnessed 
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Foreword

a man who had lived by a dumpster and had been on the streets 
for twenty- five years become a successful artist and millionaire at 
age seventy- two, and then I watched him give it all away to help 
the poor and homeless. And he extended life- altering kindness 
and mercy to me, a man who he, at our meeting, did not believe 
deserved such. I witnessed a Black man who hated white people 
for most of his life become a spokesperson for racial unity with a 
message that it is not the color of our skin that divides us but the 
condition of our hearts.

What is the condition of your heart? I promise after reading this 
entertaining and inspiring book, your heart will be reconditioned, 
and everyone within your reach, and within the sound of your voice, 
should prepare to be blessed.

The Peace Project takes you on a journey aboard Kay’s Soul30 
challenge to practice thankfulness, kindness, and mercy each day 
for thirty days. These actions can reprogram your brain and nour-
ish your soul. Try it and see how the world around you transforms 
as you practice this change of attitude and action.

Ron Hall, coauthor of the #1 New York Times bestselling Same 
Kind of Different as Me and Workin’ Our Way Home
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Introduction
Soul Shifting

Isn’t it odd. We can only see our outsides, but nearly 
everything happens on the inside.

CHARLIE MACKESY

After backing out of the driveway, a morning blast of unnecessary 
rudeness slapped me in the face, leaving a bit of a bitter taste in 
my mouth. Such a lovely way to start the day.

“Really?!” I muttered. Then I sassed back with a “Well, good 
morning and happy day to you,” even though the other driver 
couldn’t hear me.

It all started with me in a bit of a hurry to do a grocery store 
quick- grab of a few forgotten items for a morning gathering at 
my house. I had hopped in the car and looked over my shoulder 
down our packed street for an opening to back out. The fact that 
our block dead- ends into a park means lots of cars are always 
parked on the street, waiting for their owners to return from the 
playground or leisurely strolling the path that encircles its field— 
which on any given day hosts football, soccer, or workout classes. 
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Add to the scenario a high volume of work trucks, and a swift 
journey down our tight street is unlikely.

This day was no different. The parked cars made it a challenge 
to see, but I caught a glimpse of a work truck headed my way. 
So I paused, and to my sweet surprise, the work truck pulled to 
the side and blinked its lights, inviting me to go ahead. Happy 
at my good fortune, I accepted the invitation and made my way 
into the street.

Which was about the same time a big, black pickup truck that 
had pulled around the paused work truck bossy- barreled up on me, 
staring me down until I stood down. And though the justice part 
of me wanted to give that truck a piece of my mind— as if there are 
pieces to give—I had to move out of the way. Which I did, navigat-
ing backwards past parked cars to squeeze into a makeshift spot, 
momentarily blocking someone’s driveway.

As the pickup started to pass me and as I waited, tempted to 
glare for good measure, I was handed the opportunity to look up. 
Which I did. I could see the sky, bursting in beauty, the sun shin-
ing through a stunning blanket of clouds. And it was a glorious 
glimpse, a flash of wonder. Which is often all we get, since nature’s 
most incredible moments disappear almost as quickly as they can 
be seen.

Looking up reframed the whole situation. Looking up took my 
eyes off myself and offered me the opportunity to see a bit beyond 
my moment to a much bigger picture. My heart shifted from no- 
you- di’nt indignation to compassion and thankfulness amidst a 
simple, though slightly begrudging, act of kindness. It was my first 
taste of what we would eventually call the Peace Project.

The looking up, which opened my lungs to breathe, was 
promptly followed by a dialing down of frustration and a firing 
up of gratitude. I barely had to think before a list started forming 
in my head.

I mean, seriously, I thought, who cares if a suburban street stand- 
off forced me to pull aside for a few seconds? My goodness. I’m in a 
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car (not walking) on the way to the grocery store where fresh eggs, 
cold milk, frozen waffles, and countless necessities and niceties 
from kind people wait to be purchased.

I took a deep breath. Add a hot summer morning to the equation 
(the heat fires up fast in these parts), and gratitude flows faster. I’m 
blessed to be in an air- conditioned car—a car just shy of its 200K- 
mile mark— that is faithfully still working despite transporting our 
family on countless errands and trips and surviving multiple new 
drivers who may or may not bump a curb or possibly crash here 
and there.

I could have gone on. It might seem like I am. But that’s how 
thankfulness works. Though sometimes a challenge to start, grati-
tude flows easily once you get going.

As the truck accelerated by me and with my thoughts in a bet-
ter place, I saw a person behind the wheel as he passed. A human 
being who matters. And I was reminded that you never know what’s 
going on in someone’s life. The forced pause prompted me to have 
compassion, to show mercy, to consider that his rush could have 
a reason— either he had something serious on his plate or maybe 
he’s a jerk, either way, not great. And that flash of compassion al-
lowed me to physically feel lighter.

Even though I was forced to pull over to let the truck through, 
even though I could have felt slighted, I sensed my attitude trans-
form from frustrated to an honest please- go- first mentality. And I 
was floored that the entire situation could be changed by a simple 
mindset shift.

How and where our thoughts are anchored proves much more 
powerful than we may realize.

My frustration and offense were instantly dialed down and re-
placed with much nicer feelings of sympathy and concern. Because 
there may have been a real emergency. I’m sure I myself have been 
on the other end of an encounter like that: in a rush, not meaning 
to but accidentally bossing my way down a street in a mad dash.

_Wyma_PeaceProject_RT_bb.indd   15_Wyma_PeaceProject_RT_bb.indd   15 2/10/21   2:40 PM2/10/21   2:40 PM

Kay Wills Wyma, The Peace Project 
Revell Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2021. Used by permission.



16

Introduction

So before moving on to the store, I sent a this- just- happened, 
I’m-blown-away message to a couple friends and got a message 
back almost instantly:

Oh my gosh, that was me one time. We once made the terrible 
error of thinking we were close enough to the ER to just drive my 
son who was in extreme need of medical attention. The number 
of honks we got! yikes!! and so unsafe for everyone involved!!

I try to remember that now as I drive when someone cuts me 
off or speeds by— no idea what is hidden in that back seat— but for 
real, we also learned to call an ambulance— LITERALLY their job.

Her words were such a terrific reminder to consider that more 
is at play than just our happenings. Forced kindness, a glimpse of 
gratitude, and a flash of mercy humanized what began as a cross 
encounter.

And the negative feelings that could have stolen moments out 
of my day— through grumbling, frustration, and such— vanished. 
Poof. The peace that flooded my soul was real and apparently 
lasting. And it made me wonder, What could happen if I did this 
every day? Is the peace real? Will it last?

So I asked the ladies who gathered at my house later that 
morning. I recounted the story, including the mutterings that ran 
through my thoughts and my forced- to- surrender eye roll that 
was so quickly displaced and replaced with feelings of calm as 
thankfulness, kindness, and mercy took center stage. I also told 
them about my what- just- happened wonder at the peace that had 
invaded my soul.

And as we sat there, I pondered out loud, “The undeniable peace 
I experienced was so good. A little hard to believe, but it was real.”

Unafraid of silence, they paused with me.
“I mean, why wouldn’t peace flood in?” a friend suggested, 

shrugging. “Thankfulness, kindness, and compassion pretty much 
line up with the greatest commandment.”
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I had wondered the same thing, even in the moment. “Love the 
Lord your God” (thankfulness), which is basically saying eyes off 
me, is followed by “love your neighbor as yourself”1 (kindness 
and mercy). Why wouldn’t peace barrel in and boss the moment?

Thankfulness shifts our eyes to the source. Then with eyes 
off us, even for a moment, we’re able to see the person walking 
alongside— even a rude person— as a human being, a person of 
great worth, someone who matters and has dignity. All of which 
invites mercy, undeniably a soul- level action, as compassion takes 
ground and peace comes in.

I was surprised, a week later, when our group met again and 
someone asked to revisit the conversation. Another friend chimed 
in to share their own opportunity to meet rude with compassion, 
to find and to be grateful for all they already have rather than 
focusing on what they don’t have. And to be kind.

Something deep and sticky had touched us. We couldn’t help but 
continue considering the power of a simple mindset shift, wonder-
ing if the undeniable boost from a quick redirect could offer freedom 
in a variety of situations, regardless of age or life stage or socio-
economic standing. Offering not only freedom but also flourishing.

I’m a fan of flourishing and a huge fan of anything that will 
set people up for all that life offers and turn them away from the 
world’s beatdown.

I’m not a therapist or psychological expert— unless navigating 
years of teen landmines with five kids makes one an expert, which 
it might. I’m simply a regular person with kids and friends who 
sometimes finds herself sucking air, a person looking to catch 
glimpses of the bigger picture, a person who has watched levity 
and freedom come forward when pressures from societal trends 
and messaging are dialed back.

That day on our street I could have stood my ground, forcing a 
stare down with the pickup. I could have even given way, pulled to 
the side, wallowed in the unfairness and rudeness of it all, blared 
my horn, and accented my displeasure with a huge stink eye. All 
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of which, though possibly warranted, would have resulted in noth-
ing more than bad feelings, likely coloring the rest of my day. I’m 
guessing I would have gone further to recount the experience to 
someone in my path— passing on my indignation, possibly firing 
it up in someone else.

What a depressing waste of time. Instead, life was breathed 
into the situation. Life and peace, both of which invited freedom.

That’s how this soul- challenge was set into motion.
I started asking questions about the mindset shift I went through 

that day. What if reframing situations and circumstances could 
change the narrative? What if we could opt in to peace through 
acts of thankfulness, kindness, and mercy? We make time and put 
in effort with regard to food and exercise for our physical bodies; 
why not do the same for our thoughts and our souls, our innermost 
beings? Diets and cleanses are popular, as are exercise regimes 
and communities for physical fitness. Why not opt in to a regime 
of sorts for thought- and soul- fitness together?

“What do you guys think?” I asked my gathered friends. “Would 
you be game for seeing what happens if we practice thankfulness, 
kindness, and mercy together— and maybe track the results?”

“I’m in,” one of the women replied. Which is all I needed to hear 
to turn an idea into a thing. 

And so the Peace Project began. We all agreed to a thirty- day 
experiment. The perfect, or at least doable, amount of time to pur-
posefully practice thankfulness, kindness, and mercy every day.

These practices may not be the end- all, be- all path to peace— but 
they certainly, powerfully, do something to invite it in and foster 
healthier thinking and lingering contentment. They’re actions that 
could use some practical, everyday attention in regular life with 
everyday people and common situations— especially with peace 
and joy in play. The goodness of each is obvious, but when prac-
ticed together they’re sticky—long-lasting, sometimes for days.

Inspired by the positive responses of my friends, I did what has 
made my family cringe in the past. I signed up and signed them 
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up to test my hypothesis, as if I’m a scientist or sociologist who 
is great with numbers and tracking things. I’m almost always up 
for trying something that holds promise for positive life effect.

At least this time I asked.

Soul30: A Feast Rather Than a Fast

My husband, Jon, and I have five kids (ages thirteen to twenty- 
four) who have braved many a harebrained idea of their mother’s 
making. Years ago, since they never asked to be a part of putting 
some of those ideas in print, I respected their desires for anonymity 
and gave them pseudonyms to share our story while respecting 
their privacy.

Boxster is our oldest son, followed by our girls, Snopes and 
Barton, then the teenage boys, Fury and Birdie. From crawling to 
walking, grade school to high school, with each driver’s license 
and dorm room, my heart breaks a bit as years and stages fly by— 
because not only do I love these kids, I really like them. They’re 
real, honest, forgiving, fun, and willing to talk through things with 
me. Every day, not all of which are full of sunshine and unicorns, 
I’m grateful to travel life with them.

I am also grateful for brave friends, especially this group who so 
kindly signed on to try my experiment and share how it changed 
their lives. They don’t have pseudonyms, just initials. Their ob-
servations have been included “Alongside” mine throughout this 
book.

So with the kids and my friends on board, we committed to 
practice thankfulness, kindness, and mercy together for thirty 
consecutive days. My friends even agreed to meet once a week 
to share our findings and to see if peace would not only show up 
but linger and maybe even last. (Spoiler alert: We got more than 
we bargained for.)

With everything a go, I made a little logo (a simple TKM to 
remind us of our three practices)— somehow having something 
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“official” made our commitment seem a bit less madcap— and 
started things off with basic definitions as a beginning guide.

Thankfulness: calling out things for which to be grate-
ful. It can be more than one thing, but not the same thing 
every day.

Kindness: seeing and loving others (maybe ourselves too) 
in deed or action.

Mercy: a kind or forgiving attitude toward someone that 
you have the power to harm or the right to punish (even 
ourselves).2

I had to do a dictionary search for a definition of mercy. Hon-
estly, I wasn’t quite sure how to define it. I had never thought much 
about proactively practicing mercy before, so I grabbed the first 
definition I saw, then modified it slightly to include “even our-
selves” as we tend to be our own worst critics.

I bought nondescript journals for the kids to jot down the ways 
they experienced the three practices each day. Which I think they 
liked. Either that, or they’re really nice (which they are), because 
they did it.

For my friends, I went a step further, offering a deeper dive 
into defining and understanding these practices. I put together a 
more substantial journal of sorts, very similar to what is compiled 
here, because I wanted to know more about these practices and 
why, when done together, the result is like a magical transport to 
peace. To me, if you want to know the why, its best to look under 
the hood and better understand the what.

What follows is a snapshot of my research, friends’ testimonies 
noted in “Alongside” callouts, highs and lows, and honest tracking 
of our experiment, plus a small TKM call- to- action section that’s 
followed by the same quote that leads each day, inviting you to jot 
down your own experience.
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And, if simply traveling alongside to glean encouragement and 
possibly a few helpful tidbits here and there blesses you, great! 
Most everything we do is come as you are when you can. Because, 
more than anything, I hope you will join, maybe with a friend, in 
any capacity so that you might experience the freedom and peace 
that blooms in the process.

I was especially touched by one of my kids’ willingness to sign 
on. He has weathered some tough things in life. From year to year, 
he has silently struggled— weighed down by childhood wounds. 
No matter the amount of proof or encouragement otherwise, 
thought patterns of worthlessness have become well- worn ruts 
for him. Before starting this experiment, I was fully aware that 
in our practicing thankfulness, kindness, and mercy, the hardest 
thing for this kid would be what he needs more than anything— 
mercy extended to himself. So I did my best to bridge that gap 
for him. That’s part of what I learned along the way— that we can 
all bridge gaps and help each other when the task is too tough 
to handle alone.

Why Soul30?

Worries, pressures, and expectations face us around almost every 
corner in life— just like the oncoming pickup that bossed its way 
into my morning— threatening to hijack our thoughts.

We (our kids, our friends, and our coworkers) are almost con-
stantly bombarded with excess messaging, information, images, 
spin, and more. It is hard to escape society’s pressures to be beauti-
ful, to be right, and to be successful in whatever phase of life we 
find ourselves. So we gear up to weather the judgment (real or 
perceived) that comes with it all— especially when the onslaught 
of negative messaging is the stuff we shower upon ourselves, a 
skill well- honed in the junior high years.

Gone are the days of being able to make a mistake and learn 
from it. There’s no time. Gone are the days of enduring a blemish. 
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Camera- ready is no longer reserved for television personalities; 
everyone is on stage 24/7, 365 days a year. Gone are the days when 
people could agree to disagree. Chasms grow like superviruses as 
heels dig in and rude responses flourish, in media, in print, and 
through social platforms bolstered by anonymity. It can be hard 
to see the person on the other side of the screen when messaging 
is harsh, loud, and dismissive.

But newsflash: We can say no. We can stop the madness and 
invite in some sanity. No person should let life’s heavy loads steal 
more joy than they already do. We can change what we spend our 
time thinking about and make it easier to embrace joy, laughter, 
and freedom at the soul- level.

We might have to fight for that mindset, but we can. And it’s 
certainly worth the effort. And maybe even easier than we think. 
We can actually put into practice these simple, intentional actions 
of thankfulness, kindness, and mercy that feed the health of our 
thoughts and our souls.

Over the last several years, scientists have increased their 
knowl edge and understanding of the human brain and its neuro-
plasticity. Through neuroplasticity, our thought patterns are not 
only changeable but they’re also poised to claim new territory. 
New pathways form as new thought patterns present themselves. 
The pathways grow, taking even more territory, when supported 
by action. That’s why the peace that comes on the other side of 
these practices becomes easier and easier to access.

Writer and neuroeducation researcher Daniela Silva develops 
research material in collaboration with New Heights Educational 
Group in areas related to the brain. She recently delved into the 
neurological impact of thought coupled with deed in her writings 
on kindness and the brain.

In a practical way, every new gesture of empathy or kindness 
manifested by a person brings in chemical reactions between 
the neurons, resulting in significant changes in how the brain 
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works. . . . New habits become new brain connections, and these 
new connections contribute to the formation of new synapses 
(communication between neurons), which develop in humans, 
new knowledge, skills and attitudes.

This means that the more one practices goodness, [the] more 
neural connections this person will [have] in the part of the brain 
responsible for managing emotions. Thus, through neuroplasti-
city, you can convert negative thoughts and attitudes, in habits of 
positive behaviors, such as empathy and kindness, demystifying 
the idea that personality and temperament are not capable of 
being changed.3

Well- worn, life- stealing paths like fear, anxiety, frustration, in-
security, and the like can be replaced as thoughts centered on life- 
giving principles like thankfulness, kindness, and mercy dominate 
internal messaging. And when further solidified by actions (aka 
through practicing), new, highly traveled neuropathways take over 
as the superhighways for our thoughts to more easily travel.

In her article for Health Transformer, author Julie Hani points 
out psychologist Deann Ware’s findings on a promising prospect: 
a new normal.

When brain cells communicate frequently, the connection be-
tween them strengthens and “the messages that travel the same 
pathway in the brain over and over begin to transmit faster 
and faster.” With enough repetition, these behaviors become 
automatic.4

Sounds promising, scientifically hopeful.
Through purposefully being thankful, kind, and merciful we 

can actively take advantage of our brain’s neuroplasticity and 
transform our thought patterns. The idea that our thoughts travel 
certain paths faster and more easily than others and that we can 
cognitively affect those paths for the betterment of our being is 
exciting.
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Research has shown the benefits of thankfulness, kindness, and 
mercy individually, but from Peace Project experience, the magic 
occurs when they are practiced together.

When combined, these three can gently reset the dislocation of 
our hearts, filling unrealized voids with peace— sometimes for days. 
The bounty that comes with purposefully practicing thankfulness, 
kindness, and mercy sits quietly in the wings throughout the day, 
any day, offering opportunities waiting to be tapped.

So, welcome to our less- than- perfect yet magical pilgrimage 
through a landscape lined with not just sightings but experienc-
ings (I know that’s not a word) of deep peace and joy on our way 
to what I hope is a new normal.

It’s hard to describe it any other way.
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DAY 1

Thankfulness:  
A Nice Place to Start

We’re a nation hungry for more joy; because we’re starving 
from a lack of gratitude.

BRENÉ BROWN

“I have absolutely nothing to be thankful for.”
“Nothing?” I asked.
“Not one thing,” a slightly crabby Birdie replied as he got in 

the car after school.
If this is how it’s going to be, we’re off to a rocky start, I thought.
When I dropped him off at school that morning, I reminded him 

of our new adventure. “Remember to be thankful and kind and try 
to show some mercy to someone,” I happily chirped as he grabbed 
his backpack and PE bag and scrambled from the car.

“Yeah—I don’t get mercy.” He looked back, a little confused and 
possibly even annoyed at another thing to do.

“Just meet someone where they are.” I searched for words as he 
ran out. “Okay, go for kindness.”
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He smiled back at me, shaking his head.
These kids are saints to put up with me. From a cookie mix 

business to neighborhood gatherings to taking on entitlement to 
carpool chats— they weather lots of my curveballs. It really isn’t all 
bad. Some of the adventures have been fun.

I knew the on- ramp to our Soul30 challenge could be bumpy, 
so I had thought ahead and put Birdie’s notebook in the car con-
sole earlier that day. I figured he could use the help identifying 
and writing things down. Plus he’s so much fun to walk alongside 
as he contemplates life, I selfishly wanted to make sure I got to 
experience this thirty- day experiment with him.

So I was surprised at his response to my thankful question.
When signing everyone on for Soul30, I never imagined that 

calling out a thing for which to be grateful would trip anyone up. 
So much so, I even added a stipulation to my makeshift guidelines 
that every day warranted a new thing for which to be thankful— no 
repeats. Gratitude seems so easy, painless, and almost boring since 
it has been a cultural buzzword for the last few years.

The gratitude trend gained speed in the early 2000s along with 
mindfulness. Try an Amazon search for books on gratitude and 
you’ll probably find over eighty thousand results. The idea that 
ticking off things for which you are thankful can change your 
mood seems dubious and too good to be true. But science proves 
it not only to be true but also good for your heart. One study from 
the American Psychological Association reported that practic-
ing “gratitude was associated with better mood, better sleep, less 
fatigue and lower levels of inflammatory biomarkers related to 
cardiac health.”1

Not only science but experience proves it as well.
A few years ago, Anna Hart, a British journalist who was re-

searching the gratitude topic, expressed her doubt, wondering how 
being grateful can actually have a genuine impact. Until Brené 
Brown offhandedly said something to her in a phone interview. 
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“It’s not possible to be stressed about something when you’re 
being grateful for it.”

The statement stuck with Ms. Hart, so she tried it out.

As soon as I got off the phone to Brown, I tried it. Instead of the 
usual panicked thoughts (I have so much to do), I forced myself 
to be positive. “That was a thoroughly interesting interview with 
an incredibly smart woman,” I said to myself, feeling like a loon. 
“Millions of Oprah- watching Americans would give their right 
hand to speak to her. What a treat! And now I get to whittle it 
into an article and make her insights accessible to thousands of 
readers! Could today get any better?”

Her words might sound hokey, but they produced results.

Thinking gratefully worked. Right away. Suddenly my day ahead 
wasn’t littered with obstacles, it was a trail of treats. I knew I was 
tricking myself, like a small child being told to play a new game of 
“tidy up the playroom.” But knowing that didn’t stop it working, and 
in 10 years of researching and writing about social trends and popu-
lar psychology, this was the first time I’d been genuinely amazed.

I began using the technique in other areas of my life. . . . It 
was exhilarating to find a simple technique that had the power 
to change how I felt about the day ahead, the person next to me, 
and my current life circumstances.2

Honestly, I felt the same way as Ms. Hart. Doubtful, then 
amazed. Hers has been our experience too. Still it seems we first 
must get to the willingness part of practicing thankfulness, which 
can sometimes be the hardest part.

That first step involves letting go of whatever has our mind 
trapped in stubborn ingratitude. If we can’t, then we probably need 
to dutifully take steps away from being focused on ourselves by 
ticking off specific things for which to be thankful, whether we 
believe it will work or not.
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At least my front seat passenger was honest.
One of my favorite (and not- so- favorite) things about walking 

life alongside tweens and teenagers has to be the raw authentic-
ity with which questions— especially those lobbed during a car 
ride— are answered.

I quit running carpool with other people years ago. Even though 
convenience flies out the window, opportunities to genuinely com-
municate abound in the car. Maybe it’s because we’re seat belted in 
place, or maybe it’s because we aren’t looking at each other. I don’t 
know. And abound may be an overstatement, but the opportuni-
ties exist— with great regularity. And that is something to be said 
since such conversations are like tiny gold finds, diamond chips 
in the rough. Raw authenticity during a time in life when flight 
(as in, to your room to be alone and self- obsess) usually wins out 
against fight (as in, to see reality rather than all the ridiculousness 
societal messaging throws your way).

But I didn’t do a good job of meeting my gratitude- deficient 
kid in his funk. No, I entered with my own. Who knew? I guess it 
had been a long day for me too.

“Really, nothing? Nothing to be thankful for?” I asked.
I took a breath, gathering a list to hit him with since I had just 

left my second funeral in two days. The day before, I attended a 
funeral celebrating a life cut short by cancer, leaving behind a 
loving husband and a four- year- old son. That day, I was return-
ing from a funeral celebrating a life ended by someone who just 
couldn’t take it anymore, leaving behind a family who would have 
given anything for him to have believed his worth.

So I went there—I blasted Birdie with a whole slew of gratitude 
reminders.

“I can tell you some things you can be thankful for,” I began. 
“Lots of things. I’m dressed up because I had a funeral today. You 
can be grateful we’re alive; grateful you have a family that loves 
you. You have teachers who know your name; you get to go to 
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school; you have a mother who is sitting right next to you, able to 
touch you and tell you out loud I love you.”

I looked over at Birdie, who had passed from wide- eyed listen-
ing to the beginnings of silent tears. And I stopped. Suddenly I 
wished I hadn’t started.

“Why would you say those things to me?” he choked out while 
swallowing a sob. “Don’t you know that my greatest fear is being 
without you?”

Okay— so that really backfired.
I pulled over, and took another deep breath. This time, I grabbed 

hold of mercy.
Birdie’s a middle school boy who likely spent the day being 

peppered with insecurity, likely solidified by other middle school 
kids who were dealing with their own insecurities. Let alone all 
the performance/peer pressures and intensities kids face these 
days. My goodness, why not meet my son in his funk rather than 
wallow in mine?

I looked him straight in the eye. “You are right. I am SO sorry.”
And I prayed for him to extend mercy to me as I apologized, 

because he was right. I shouldn’t have handed him a load of my 
heavy day that offered everything but an opportunity for gratitude. 
He’s a kid. And he’s in a phase of life that’s plagued by thoughts 
of insufficiency, especially when compared to lists of do’s and be’s 
that bring endless opportunities to come up on the short end of 
inevitable comparison to everyone else.

I apologized for what had to have felt like being hit with a bat. I 
honestly and compassionately met him where he was. I was hoping 
that he could hear me and understand and find the solid ground. 
It was there. Believe it or not, solid ground is always there. And I 
prayed that he could hold on to the truth that he is loved, that I’m 
not going anywhere, and that if/when I do, he will be okay.

I fought to grab hold of mercy for myself. Because in moments 
like these, we need to be understanding and kind to ourselves. 
Sometimes we find ourselves with short fuses or empty tanks 
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because a day has been long. For me, those things were heavy 
on my mind because I was sad and a bit tired. Tired of illness 
and tired of flat- out lies about worth and identity that steal our 
days. I was tired of pressures and people that would steal from 
my kid’s day.

And in that fatigue, I started a rant and spewed a list of things 
for which to be grateful, sure— but a list that the check in my heart 
warned was too heavy for him and probably for me.

“Sweetheart,” I began again, “I know you’ve probably had a 
long day. Apparently I have too. And long days can make it hard 
to be grateful. I shouldn’t have pressed. All I can do is ask for 
forgiveness.”

I paused, then added, “I really am sorry.” Because on long days, 
gentleness can go a long way.

“It’s okay.” He smiled at me.
I smiled back. And we both breathed. We were still pulled over.
“Mom?”
“Yes?”
“This is getting a bit awkward. Can we go?”
Grateful for his forgiveness and humor, I started the car and 

we headed for home.
We hadn’t gone far when he looked at me. “I am grateful for 

you,” he said. “And I’m grateful for Ms. Begert and art. I’m grate-
ful for this car because walking home would be long and hot.” 
Then with a sweet gleam in his eye, this time not from tears, he 
added, “I think we should celebrate our not- walking with a stop 
at McDonald’s.”

He said it just in time for us to turn into the drive- through, 
which I did, happily.

Mercy, even the tiny bit of mercy in that moment, did what it 
seems to do; it invited freedom. Mercy given and received.

But for mercy to ignite, it must be invited into the conversa-
tion and accessed, literally activated by calling it into the process 
with genuine hearts willing to be humble and ready to receive. 
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Because whether we are having mercy upon someone else or upon 
ourselves, we always experience freedom. Another thing for which 
to be thankful.

Interestingly enough, gratitude isn’t just an easy place to start 
or simply a passenger along for the ride; it’s guiding our drive. 
Thankfulness primes the pump for kindness and mercy to flow.

A L O N G S I D E

THANKFULNESS: Unexpected Benefits

I just am not a merciful person. I don’t have the patience. I can’t tell you 
how many times I’ve told my kids or friends to get over it. I mean, really.

So it surprised me that within days of starting the Peace Project, 
my pausing to call out thankfulness then choosing compassion actually 
invited mercy, which I didn’t think I had. And it made me feel more 
connected to my son.

My extending mercy made him nicer— and me too.
When I came at this issue with compassion, seeing things that could 

be hard for him, it made me (us all, really) surprisingly patient with 
others.

My reaching for mercy in a situation where I would normally have 
scoffed at it dialed everything down. I think my son felt heard. Which I 
didn’t know he felt otherwise. And our day was better— even hours later.

I don’t know if it will happen again, but who knew it could?
LM
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How have you practiced?
What have you learned?

We’re a nation hungry for more joy; because we’re 
starving from a lack of gratitude.

BRENÉ BROWN

_Wyma_PeaceProject_RT_bb.indd   32_Wyma_PeaceProject_RT_bb.indd   32 2/10/21   2:40 PM2/10/21   2:40 PM

Kay Wills Wyma, The Peace Project 
Revell Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2021. Used by permission.


	9780800734787
	Wyma_PeaceProject_RT_bb



