Mindfulness and Gratitude

Gratitude is often referred to as being the result of a rewarding experience, and this is certainly a valid observation.  It is often described as the emotional response to the generosity of others, a prosocial altruistic phenomenon.  I my experience, I feel grateful for the generosity of life, enhanced by my spiritual practices.  Consciousness is a gift that, when well-managed through the cultivation of mindfulness and lovingkindness, can be realized multiple times a day, especially when there is an intention to “do a gratitude inventory”.  
Psychological research has also described the daily cultivation of gratitude as a potent strategy for cultivating stress resilience and a general sense of well-being.  Here is an excerpt from an article on gratitude from Wikipedia:
Gratitude is foundational to well-being and mental health. Evidence has shown that there are psychological and physical benefits associated with gratitude. It has been shown to contribute to not only positive affect and other life outcomes, but also to a decrease in negative affect.  A large body of work in the early 21st century has suggested that people who are more grateful have higher levels of subjective well-being. Grateful people are happier, less depressed, less stressed, and more satisfied with their lives and social relationships.  They are found to be more joyful in the long term. Specifically, in terms of depression, gratitude may serve as a buffer by enhancing the coding and retrievability of positive experiences.  Grateful people also have higher levels of control over their environments, personal growth, purpose in life, self-acceptance, as well as more positive ways of coping with the difficulties they experience in life. They are more likely to seek support from other people, reinterpret and grow from experiences, and they spend more time planning how to deal with problems.  Likewise, grateful people have fewer negative coping strategies. They are less likely to try to avoid problems, deny there is a problem, blame themselves, or cope through substance use.  Such people also sleep better because they think more positive thoughts just before going to sleep.  They also tend to have better relationships because a person's gratitude can protect the relationship satisfaction of their partner.  Overall, numerous studies suggest that grateful people are more likely to have higher levels of happiness and lower levels of stress and depression.
From the NeuroHealth Associates website, I downloaded this excerpt from a posting, dated July 4, 2020:
The reasons why gratitude is so impactful to health and well-being begin in the brain. In a neurological experiment conducted by researchers at the University of California at Los Angeles, brain activity was measured using magnetic resonance imaging as subjects were induced to feel gratitude by receiving gifts. The areas of the brain showing increased activity were the anterior cingulate cortex and medial prefrontal cortex—those associated with moral and social cognition, reward, empathy, and value judgment. This led to the conclusion that the emotion of gratitude supports a positive and supportive attitude toward others and a feeling of relief from stressors. 
Gratitude activates the hypothalamus as well, with downstream effects on metabolism, stress, and various behaviors. The hypothalamus is located at the base of the brain and regulates hormones responsible for many critical functions, such as body temperature, emotional responses, and survival functions like appetite and sleep. One of the neurochemicals associated with the parts of the brain affected by gratitude is dopamine, a pleasure hormone.
The positive influence of gratitude on mental health continues past an isolated event if the emotion is relived:
“…a simple gratitude writing intervention was associated with significantly greater and lasting neural sensitivity to gratitude–subjects who participated in gratitude letter writing showed both behavioral increases in gratitude and significantly greater neural modulation by gratitude in the medial prefrontal cortex three months later.” 
How can mindfulness and lovingkindness meditation promote gratitude?  There has been a lot of research on how regular meditation practice works through neuroplasticity, the innate capacity of the brain for changing the way neural activity works in the brain.  The prefrontal cortex is in the forehead and the anterior cingulate cortex structure is located just behind the prefrontal cortex.  It is well known that the prefrontal cortex functions to regulate cognitive processes, that is, how the mind creates thoughts and beliefs, a major factor in the practice of mindfulness, and the anterior cingulate cortex is closely interconnected with the prefrontal neurologically and is associated with regulating emotional responses to stimuli and with the cultivation of prosocial behaviors.  We can assume that the experience of gratitude emerges from the actions of mindfulness, lovingkindness, compassion and through the natural process of neuroplasticity.

