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                               Developing the good habit of affirmation
Telling people what you think of them
When you see this comment what do you think or how do you react?

For many this may sound shocking  because of our own bad and hurtful experiences of  being bruised by true but unkind remarks.

No! I am suggesting that we tell those with whom we mix and live what we think of their contributions, their virtue and their presence for us.

Maybe it is one of the necessary charisms of the age  of twitter and instant communication. Sometimes we, and especially  those born in  Australia, say shucks or cringe when we are affirmed. We are rightly suspicious of flattery and ulterior motives, but let us in this twittering age have a gift  of life giving  words for people.

I now say thanks when people compliment  me or affirm me and I  accept the gift for what it is. I tell you it is most enjoyable and uplifting for me to dwell on it – it is like a  lovely tune when I reminisce on the word. It leaves a good taste in my mouth – for it is sweet not bitter. When some one tells me what they think of me by way of an affirmation, it is not egocentricity to accept the compliment/ affirmation. 
We need to challenge our own mental reservations about making an affirmation, because of the  fear of being seen as a flatterer or having ulterior motives. There is no doubt  that giving affirmations has its own intrinsic reward and sometimes a reward of a material kind. Most of our actions are human, divine, psychological and spiritual. Discernment will come to us  about our motivations as we  see the fruit of our work. Jesus in Chapter 15: 8 of John urges us to bear  good  fruit – that ought to be motivation enough. 

Let us not wait till someone gets sick or dies before we praise them or congratulate or affirm them. In our affirmations we need to exercise and discipline  our habits and ways of speech. Let us take on board the good habit of using our tongue for the good of  others and building them up.  
A significant  exhortation from Saint Paul: Ephesians 4.29 
“Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but  only what is helpful  for building others up  according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen.” (NIB version )

“Do not use harmful words in talking. Use only helpful words, the kind that build up and provide what is needed, so that what you say will do good to those who hear your.” (Is this the TEV version?)

“ Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, but only such  as is good for edifying  as fits the occasion , that it may impart  grace to those who hear.” (RSV version)

“Guard against foul talk; let your words  be for the improvement  of others, as occasion offers , and do good to your listeners…”(JB version)  

By reflecting on the various interpretations of the same scriptural  text we can more clearly understand what bad speech is or what I call disconfirmations. Words such as harmful, evil  unwholesome, and foul give us some appreciation of the various results that occur with disconfirmation as opposed to the wholesome effect of affirmation. I have examined this scripture deeply because so much of the speech we hear today and even in the Church amongst  the People of God is so destructive. Hopefully, such deep reflection  will enable the Spirit of God,  through His living word, encourage and convict  us to be men and women of “God” speech.
Affirmations in Sacred Scripture 
While I acknowledge that there are many general and secular affirmations the most significant for me are those contained in the Word of  God. While we do not hear these scriptures always audibly we can still make them our own mantras and affirmations by mentally speaking to ourselves.  Our daily readings provide many examples. In the Easter liturgical season we have so many and I have found the current Easter scriptures full of wonderful affirmations which  enable me to ponder the love and care of the Trinity for me.
An eloquent  affirmation comes from the mouth of Jesus  in John’s Gospel.  
I believe that it is an example of what a sound affirmation is and the hope and
fulfilment it offers. It rejoices and uplifts the spirit.. We can use it as a daily mantra if we so choose, the sort of mental exercise that is  meaningful for us. 

Here Jesus is emphatic about us not  worrying  and encourages us to look forward to the rooms in our Father’s house. Blessed John Paul 11 was conscious of this in his last days in April 2005 when he wanted to go to His Father’s house.

John 14:1-4

Do not let your hearts be troubled.

Trust in God still, and trust in me.

There are many rooms  in my Father’s house;

if there were not, I should have told you.

I am going now to prepare a place for you,

and after I have gone and prepared you a place,

I shall return to take you with me;

so that where I am 

you may be too.

You know the way to the place where I am going.” 

In the  Liturgy of May 31st  for the feast of the Visitation of Mary to Elizabeth, we had the first reading from Zephaniah 3:17:- 
Yahweh your God is in your midst,

A victorious warrior.
He will exult with joy over you,

He will renew you by his love;

He will dance with shouts of joy for you

As on a day of festival.

How enabling an affirmation that is for all of  us and we can make it a prayer and a mantra as we memorize it and call it  to mind during the day.

The Breviary has affirmations almost every day and one that resonates with me is stated on the Thursday morning of the second week of the four week cycle:

Isaiah 12:1-2 
Truly, God is my salvation

I trust I shall not fear.

For the Lord is my strength, my song,

He is my saviour. 
A particularly strong affirmation for those who are striving to lead a life worthy of the call in Christ Jesus is that of St John in his first Epistle 5:3-4

This is what loving God is –

keeping his commandments
and his commandments are not difficult,
because anyone who has been begotten by God 

has already overcome the world;

this is the victory over the world-

our faith.
Other scriptures that have been affirmative for me, which  I encourage readers to meditate on  for their own edification  according to their  temperament, mood and situation  are Psalm 103, Colossians 3:12-17 and Habakuk 3:17-19.

Affirmations come in many forms and in diverse circumstances of  life. 
Recently my good wife Hilary told a woman who made some cookies for a gathering of 100 people how tasty they were. This woman feasted on this compliment for some time. She felt honoured and appreciated – it was a good thing to do. A man I see in a Catholic book shop told me he is glad to see me – because when he sees me he knows that it is near the end of the day and he will be going home. This to me was a facetious affirmation but I enjoyed it. So affirmations can be made in humour as well.
Norman Cousins in Anatomy of an Illness  as perceived  by the patient tells how he overcame a debilitating and incurable collagen illness by the use of humour.  Norman  listened to music and watched humourous videos. Norman’s great affirmation out of this process is “I have learned never to underestimate  the capacity of the human mind and body to regenerate-even when the prospects seemed most wretched.” (p. 48)  

This is a life giving and enhancing affirmation. How many life- giving and enhancing affirmations do I live by? How many such affirmations/ compliments have YOU made  or given as a gift to others this year? You can develop this gift and talent.

What do affirmations do for me or how do they affect us. Do they contribute to a change of behaviour etc? 

The Courage to be affirmative.
In an important 2010 book  Affirming Love, Avoiding Aids  -What Africa can Teach the West – Matthew Hanley & Jokin de Irala speak about an affirmative programme that was very successful in Uganda an Kenya – see p.141 about a husband who has Aids and his approach to sexual relations and his love and care for his wife. “Several Africans confided in (Father Czerny of the African Jesuit AIDS Network) that ‘once they tested positive, they made a firm option for abstinence, rather than risk infecting someone else’. This is always a ‘life-saving’ option.” This is heroic affirmation and inspiring.  Father Tadeuz Pacholczyk, a leading American ethicist  says that “learning to love  each other in different and nongenital ways is, in fact, an integral component of every successful and enduring marriage” – a great affirmation for those who are married and have AIDS.! This is a book that is inspirational in its affirmations. Reading heroic stories is both affirming and inspirational – hence the positive impact I have experienced this year in reading Norman Cousins, Werenfreid van Straaten’s The God who weeps, and Hanly and de Irala, mentioned above. These works leave a permanent mark on me and confirm what St John  says in his epistle about the victory I have in the world is my faith –despite all the negativities and cynicism and despair I hear, read and see in the media. 
Steeling our mind for the habitual Affirmations journey
Are affirmations like what John Milton dared to say “The mind is its own place and it itself can make  a heaven of hell and a hell of heaven”  as quoted in Norman Cousins Anatomy of an Illness. p.67
“Each patient carries his own doctor  inside him. They come to us not knowing that truth. We are at our best when we give the doctor who resides within each patient a chance to go to work.”  Cousins, p.69
A good ending for our discussion on affirmations comes from the great musician: 

Don Pablo Casals “ A man can do something for peace without having to jump into politics. Each man has inside him a basic decency and goodness. If he listens to it and acts on it, he is giving a great deal  of what it is the world needs most. It is not complicated but it takes courage. It takes courage for a man to listen to his own goodness and act on it . Do we dare to be ourselves. This is the question that counts.’ Cousins, p.79
Or could we say that gratitude and affirmation are two sides of the one coin? Is affirmation related to gratitude or a grateful attitude? 
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