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Reading: from a book by the professor of philosophy Lewis Smedes, entitled A Pretty Good Person (p. 8) 

Gratitude is our gladness.  We were born to it.


Inside the itchy hankering of every heart stirs an aching need to feel grateful.  We are heavy until we feel the lightness of gratitude.  We hear the sweet music of joy only when we feel some awe and wonder and delight, and surprise, too, at being our own best gift.  But once we have felt it, we know that there is no pleasure on earth like it.


My mother had a heavier way with gratitude.  Whenever I groused about my lot in life, she whacked my conscience with this solemn bromide: “Lewis, you ought to be grateful.”  She was right, I suppose, to press gratitude into the mold of duty: we ought to be grateful.


Are we not butterflies fluttering on the fragile flower of existence, sipping life freely from God’s own nectaries?  And ought we not be grateful for the privilege?


Mother only echoed the wisdom of all ages.  The Roman sage, Cicero, called it the “mother of all virtue.” And listen to the ancient stoic Seneca: “There was never any man so wicked as not to approve of gratitude and detest ingratitude.”


St. Paul told us that most of the malignancies that cramp the human spirit slither out of a swamp of ingratitude: “Although they knew God… they did not give thanks to him.”  Which, I suppose, makes ingratitude a prime candidate for the original sin.  The premier theologian of our own age, Karl Barth, said that gratitude is “the one thing which is unconditionally and inescapably demanded” of us…


[So it is] settled!  Ingratitude reeks.  It decays the spirit, spoils the soul, and decomposes life itself into a fetid swamp.  It is the lie that fundamentally falsifies the essence of living.  So we ought to be grateful.


Still, I wonder whether it does much good to say so.  I know I ought to be grateful, but I also know it doesn’t help me much to know it.  I have a hunch that nobody ever actually feels grateful out of a sense of obligation.  Of course anybody can fumble through the civil courtesies.  But do we feel grateful on command?

Reading:  from “The Sun” magazine (March 2002), a letter written by Brechin Morgan from Milford, Connecticut

My new friend Wren and I were hitchhiking to Las Cruces, New Mexico, where we’d heard there were high-paying government construction jobs. A ride dropped us off at a dusty intersection about three hundred miles north of our destination. Flat, high plateau

stretched in all directions. On one corner was a weathered general store with a gas pump out front. Opposite it was a faded saloon. It was 10 a.m., and only a few battered pickups were parked at the bar.

Wren, who at twenty was two years older than I, […] entered the saloon with me, and asked if anyone was headed south. No one was. So we went back outside to try our thumbs. We could see cars approaching from miles away; they’d slowly get bigger and then whoosh by.

Around noon, a sky blue Volkswagen pulled into the saloon parking lot, and a short, pale, pudgy man got out. He wore a rumpled summer suit and Buddy Holly glasses. Wren asked if he was going to Las Cruces. He said he was, but when Wren asked if we could hitch a ride, the man simply said no. Then he locked his car and went inside the saloon for lunch.

Wren was furious. This man was going right to Las Cruces and had room in his car, yet he’d refused to take us. The more Wren thought about it, the hotter he got. Finally he went over to the man’s car, pulled out his knife, and, bending low, quickly slit all four tires. He was calm when he returned. The tires would last only a few miles, he said, before they went flat, leaving the man stranded, at the mercy of passing drivers.

A half-hour later, the man came out of the bar and walked toward us across the hot gravel. At first, I was afraid he’d seen Wren, but he didn’t seem angry. In fact, he apologized that he couldn’t drive us to Las Cruces and said he had taken up a collection at the bar and gotten us enough for two one-way bus tickets. We could buy them at the general store across the street. The bus would arrive in an hour. He handed us the money.

We were speechless. As he turned to go, I wanted to run after him, confess what we’d done, and give him the money back, but I just watched as his car disappeared slowly into the distance. Later, I remembered that, when he’d handed us the money, neither of us had thanked him.
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Thanksgiving is coming up.  Though Thanksgiving was initially designed by the governor of Plymouth colony as a day of gratitude to God, for the bounties of the earth, and God’s many blessings, I confess my sense of gratitude is much simpler.

I am grateful for a short work week, for a lazy day with family, and a holiday meal with an overabundance of delicious dishes.  I am looking forward to sleeping in, lounging around the house, watching the happy activity of the family cooks in the kitchen, and enjoying the aroma of a gourmet feast in the making.

Thinking about Thanksgiving, those are the things for which I am grateful.

* * *

But, perhaps, our gratitude shouldn’t begin and end with Thanksgiving itself.  It is one particular day, with one particular Thanksgiving story.  But perhaps we should see it as a reminder of the gratitude that could permeate every single day of our year.

We ought to be grateful, our mothers may have told us.  And they are right.  As were Cicero and Seneca and sages throughout all the ages.  The thirteenth century mystic Meister Eckhart wrote, “If the only prayer you say in your whole life is “thank you,” that would suffice.”

Philosophers, theologians, saints and sages agree we should be grateful.  And now modern-day mental health professionals join their ranks.  Psychologists say we should be grateful, not for the sake of God, not for the sake of parents who fed and clothed us, not for the sake of friends of neighbors who help us out in more ways than we can count – but for the sake of our own mental health.

Robert Emmons and Michael McCullough conducted a research project on gratitude and thankfulness, and determined that “grateful people report higher levels of positive emotions, life satisfaction, vitality, optimism, and lower levels of stress and depression.”  

I am happy to report, they also discovered “those who attend religious services and engage in religious activities… are more likely to be grateful” and that “people with a strong disposition toward gratitude,” are more social, more empathetic, more generous and more helpful to others.   
* * *

Something within us longs to be thankful.  Inside every human heart stirs an aching need to be grateful, Lewis Smedes writes.  The Jewish scholar Abraham Heschel puts it this way, he says, “There is a built in sense of indebtedness in human consciousness, an awareness of owing gratitude, of being called upon at a certain moment to reciprocate, to answer, to live in a way which is compatible with the grandeur and mystery of living.” (notes from a talk by A.J. Heschel, 1965)

We ought to be grateful, because being grateful is our deepest desire.  We ought to be grateful, because that is the only appropriate response to a world of grandeur and mystery and abundant blessings.  We ought to be grateful, because gratitude is a debt we owe to the universe or to God.

We ought to be grateful.  But here’s the catch:  there is a crucial difference between a sense of gratitude and a sense of indebtedness.  In a narrative study Robert Emmons reports that people who feel indebted to others actually tend not to be grateful.  Those who feel a burden of debt show higher signs of anger and lower levels of appreciation.  He writes, “The experience of indebtedness is less likely to lead to a desire to approach or make contact with others relative to an experience of gratefulness.  Thus, indebtedness tends to be an aversive psychological state that is distinct from gratitude.”
We ought to feel grateful, and yet the very sense of ought can inhibit any inclination to actually be grateful.

When two hitchhikers, in a moment of misguided rage, slashed the tires on the car of a seemingly heartless traveler, only to then find themselves the recipients of that same traveler’s remarkable generosity and thoughtfulness – it was in this instance that would have called for over-flowing gratitude, that the young hitchhikers failed to offer a simple “thank you.”  They were so deeply in debt to the traveler, they were incapable of feeling gratitude.

This is the Catch-22 of the spiritual life: the more blessed we are, the more we receive unearned riches of kindness, the more we are endowed with physical health and material wealth – the more difficult it is to actually feel grateful.

Every one of us is in danger of behaving like the proverbial spoiled rich child, who since the day of her birth had her every need immediately met, her every desire instantly fulfilled.  She lives in a mansion filled with every toy she ever asked for.  She eats only her favorite foods, and as much candy as she likes.  But despite the abundance of her blessings, she is not happy, but miserable.  She is moody, self-involved, lonely and prone to temper tantrums.

Because she has been sheltered from any experience of need, she has no sense of fulfillment.  Because she has been carefully protected from any danger, she has no comforting sense of safety.  Because she has never had to struggle to achieve anything, she has no sense of satisfaction or success.  Because she has never felt the sting of real suffering, she has no sense of real joy.

The spoiled child, more than most people, ought to be thankful -- but she is the one least likely to be.

* * *

We ought to be most grateful for those blessing we take most for granted: the sunshine on our face, the fresh air we breathe, the family that raised us, the friends that have stood by us in good times and bad, for a roof over our heads, for food on our plates, for streets that have never heard the crack of gun fire, and for evenings undisturbed by the sounds of sirens and bombs.

There is so much for which to be grateful.  We would be happier people, if we were able to actually feel it.

One way to do this is to make a conscious effort to remember.  Self-help gurus have long taught us the value of taking time every day to recall particular events that have given us pleasure, and for which we are grateful.  And these exercises do help.  There are now websites that encourage us to keep gratitude lists, on which you record particular small everyday experiences for which you are grateful: a good cup of coffee, the purring of the cat on your lap, the favorite song you heard on the radio, the light of the setting sun on the clouds.  

If this is done only by rote, half-heartedly going through the motions, it will do little good.  But if recalled and written sincerely and heart-felt, this discipline of list-making can make a real difference.  

The crucial thing about gratitude, is that it is a frame of mind that is always within our reach.  No matter what the situation of our lives may, we have reason to be thankful, we have the capacity to feel grateful.

The Jewish psychiatrist Victor Frankl made this point most profoundly, after surviving years of deprivation during World War II in the Dachau concentration camp.  In Dachau Frankl realized that “everything can be taken away from a [person] but one thing – to choose one’s attitude in a given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.”  

Victor Frankl chose an attitude of gratitude.  Gratitude for his friendship with fellow prisoners, gratitude for every piece of bread, gratitude for rest at a day’s end, and above all, gratitude for the love he felt for his wife. He realized that love is the highest goal to which humans can aspire, and that a person who has nothing left in the world can still know bliss. Though he had no idea where she was, the memory of his wife was vivid and acute.  His loving thoughts of her sustained him.  And no one could take them away.

* * *

There is a line in the letter to the Ephesians, in which St. Paul writes we should “always and for everything” give thanks to God.  At first blush this sounds like a ludicrous request.  Are we supposed to be thankful for cruelty as well as kindness, for poverty as well as wealth, for illness as well as health, for pain and as well as pleasure?

According to Paul, this is exactly what we are called to do.  We are supposed to be grateful not only for the good life gives us, but the bad as well.

Albert Schweitzer said, “The greatest thing is to give thanks for everything.  [The one] who has learned this knows what it means to live… [Thank] God for the sunshine, but also for the hard rain that satisfies the thirst of the earth, for the driving wind that carries the pollen from one plant to another, for the cold that preserved the seed in the earth, for the storms of spring that washed the land of snow and ice.”

Lewis Smedes writes,

“Here is another secret [about] gratitude:  Gratitude comes in the wake of anxiety.

Your toddler wandered away from home.  He’s been gone for twelve hours, but the police just found him and he is fine.  Your daughter was not hurt as badly in an auto accident as the doctors first thought.  The lump on your breast is not malignant after all.  Gratitude seizes you and fills you with its joy.


But we have to feel the anxiety.  Some of us are dedicated to escape from anxiety.  We light up a cigarette.  We blab.  We watch anything flickering on the television screen...  We eat cookies or drink a martini.  Anything to escape anxiety.  But we cannot feel the joy of release from anxiety if we forever refuse to experience the pain of anxiety first…

Most [of us] have undercurrents of anxiety in [our] lives.  About whether life has a point, about guilt, and death, and a hunch that our lives are out of control.  Anxieties about our children or the sharp pain in the chest we felt after jogging last week.  And we hate anxiety so much that we do anything to escape it…


But there is a catch:  We cannot overcome anxiety by escaping it.


It may take time for gratitude to overcome us.  And it may come only through suffering.  We cannot control it.  But we can give it space...  


We cannot force gratitude to dance inside [our hearts].  But we can keep the windows open.  We can be ready for gratitude when it comes. (p. 22, 23)

I do believe we have a deep desire to open our hearts and minds to all that life offers us, and respond with resounding gratitude.  But I also know most of us have a habit of closing up when are anxious and afraid, and shutting down when we are hurt, or afraid of being hurt.  I know I do.

“We speak of the healing power of gratefulness,” the Benedictine monk David Steindl-Rast tells us.  

“This doesn’t mean that gratefulness does away with pain and suffering. Gratefulness doesn’t cure suffering, but heals it – makes it meaningful and life-affirming, saves you from closing yourself off, from becoming bitter and cold. Sooner or later, to live means to suffer; but if you live gratefully you can through suffering become more creative and more truly yourself.”
This reminds me of the poet Anne Sexton.  Anne Sexton led a short and troubled life.  But despite her struggles, or perhaps because of them, she knew the meaning of gratitude and joy.

I would like to close with Anne Sexton’s poem “Welcome Morning.”  She writes:

There is joy

in all:

in the hair I brush each morning,

in the Cannon towel, newly washed,

that I rub my body with each morning,

in the chapel of eggs I cook 

each morning,

in the outcry from the kettle

that heats my coffee

each morning,

in the spoon and the chair

that cry “hello there, Anne”

each morning,

in the godhead of the table

that I set my silver, plate, cup upon

each morning.

All this is God,

right here in my pea-green house

each morning 

and I mean,

though often forget,

to give thanks,

to faint down by the kitchen table

in a prayer of rejoicing

as the holy birds at the kitchen window

peck into their marriage of seeds.

So while I think of it, 

let me paint a thank-you on my palm

for this God, this laughter of the morning,

lest it go unspoken.

The Joy that isn’t shared, I’ve heard

dies young.

May Thanksgiving Day this year

inspire in us a deep land lasting thankfulness, every day.

Amen.
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