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SUNDAY� NOVEMBER 24� 1985 

''THE ATTITUDE OF GRATITUDE'' 

PSALMS 92:1-4 

I THESSALONIANS 5:16-18 

LUKE 17:11-19 

THE STORY OF THE HEALING OF THE TEN LEPERS 

FROM LUKE'S GOSPEL HAS FREQUENTLY BEEN USED 

AS THE TEXT FOR THANKSGIVING SERMONS, I'VE 

HEARD AT LEAST A DOZEN SUCH SERMONS BASED ON 

THIS STORY. MOST OF THE SERMONS DWELL ON THE 

INGRATITUDE OF THE NINE LEPERS WHO DID NOT 

COME BACK TO GIVE THANKS. ONLY ONE OF THE 

TEN DID RETURN TO JESUS WITH THANKS} AND HE 

WAS A FOREIGNER--A SAMARITAN. ONE SPEAKER 

I HEARD 'KEPT RETURNING TO AND REPEATING THE 

QUESTION--"WHERE ARE THE NINE?" AFTER TWENTY 

MINUTES OF THAT} ONE KNOWS WHERE THEY ARE AND 

WHY. 

LUKE'S ACCENT IN THE STORY IS NOT THAT ONLY 

ONE OUT OF TEN IS GRATEFUL} BUT THAT THE ONE 

WHO RE·TURNS TO EXPRESS THAN.KS IS THE SAMAR I TANJ 

THE FOREIGNER I· HERE Is THE TRUTH THAT HURTS I 

IT IS SO OFTEN THE STRANGER} THE VISITOR} WHO 

SEES) HEARS} ENJOYS AND RESPONDS IN GRATITUDE 

FOR THE COUNTLESS GIFTS TO WHICH FAMILIARITY 

HAS MADE US DEAF AND BLIND. 

THE VISITOR IN THE HOME PLAYS WITH THE CHILDREN 



THE PARENT HAD HARDLY NOTICED BETWEEN COMING 

HOME AND READING THE EVENING PAPER OR WATCHING 

THE NEWS ON TELEVISION. THE VISITOR G-IVES 

THANKS TO THE ONE WHO PREPARED THE MEAL WHICH 

OTHERS OF US HAVE EATEN A THOUSAND TIMES IN 

SILENCE. THE VISITOR'S PRESENCE PROMPTS US 

TO SAY GRACE AT THE TABLEJ A PRACTICE NEVER 

CONSCIOUSLY STOPPED) JUST UNCONSCIOUSLY 

NEGLECTED. THE VISITOR IS SHOWN PLACES IN 

OUR COMMUNITY WHICH WE OURSELVES ARE TRULY 

SEEING FOR THE FIRST TIME, 

OFTEN TIMES IT TAKES A VISITORJ A STRANGERJ 

OR A FOREIGNER TO REKINDLE IN US THE ATTITUDE 

OF GRATITUDE, 

WHEN WE WERE LITTLE CHILDREN OUR PARENTS AND 

OTHERS UNDOUBTEDLY URGED AND TAUGHT US TO SAY 

"THANK YOU" WHEN SOMETHING NICE WAS GIVEN TO 

US--A HALLOWEEN TREATJ A BIRTHDAY GIFTJ OR 
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A CHRISTMAS PRESENT, THAT MAKES A GOOD BEGINNING 

FO.R DEVELOPING THE ATTITUDE OF GRATITUDE. HOWEVER) 

TOO MANY OF US GROW UP AND STILL THINK OF 

THANKSGIVING ONLY IN THOSE TERMS, WE THINK 

OF IT AS AN ACTJ AS BEING GRATEFUL FOR SPECIFIC 

OBJECTS OR EVENTS OR PEOPLE. HOPEFULLY; WE 

WILL GROW IN OUR THANKFULNESS SO THAT IT BECOMES 

AN ATTITUDE AS WELL AS AN OCCASIONAL ACT--

A STANCE) AN OUTLOOK ON ALL OF LIFE, 

. 
- . 

THAT'S WHAT ST. PAUL WAS URGING THE THESSALONIAN 

CHRISTIANS TO DO--"To GIVE THANKS IN ALL 



CIRCUMSTANCESJ " TO DEVELOP AN ATTITUDE OF 

GRATITUDE. 

THE OTHER DAY I READ ABOUT AN OLDER WOMAN WHO 

SPOKE IN A TESTIMONY SERVICE DURING A SUMMER 

REVIVAL IN HER CHURCH. THE MINISTER ASKED 
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ALL WHO WOULD TO STAND UP AND TELL OF SOMETHING 

FOR WHICH THEY EXPRESSED GRATITUDE. FINALLY 

AN OLDJ OLD WOMAN STRUGGLED TO HER FEET AND 

SAIDJ "I'M AN OLD WOMANJ AND I'VE LOST MANY 

THINGS. I'VE GOT ONLY TWO TEETH IN MY MOUTHJ 

ONE ON THE TOP AND ONE ON THE BOTTOMJ BUT I 

THANK GOD THEY MEET," 

WHAT A CONTRAST WITH ANOTHER PERSON I HEARD 

ABOUT, A FUR-CLADJ FINELY DRESSED WOMAN AND 

HER HUSBAND WERE ON A LONG PLANE TRIP. THE 

WOMAN WAS GOING ABOUT FROM PASSENGER TO PASSENGER 

GRUMBLING ABOUT THIS AND THAT INCONVENIENCE 

TO ANYONE WHO WOULD LISTEN. SHE WAS A DOWN-

BEAT GLOOM SPREADER. EMBARRAS.SEDJ HER HUSBAND 

FINALLY TURNED TO HIS COMPANION IN THE NEXT 

SEAT AND SAIDJ "MY WIFE IS A MANUFACTURER. 

SHE MAN"U1FA-CT"URES UNHAPI? I NESS I,, 

THE ATTITUDE OF GRATITUDE! WHY IS IT THAT 

THOSE WHO HAVE HAD THE MOST GO RIGHT FOR THEM 

IN LIFEJ SO MANY TIMES TURN OUT TO BE THE ONES 

WHO ARE MOST PICKY AND IRRITABLE AND PETULANT 

AND CHRONICALLY ANGRY AND UNGRATEFUL? 

IF WE CANNOT BE GRATEFUL FOR WHAT WE HAVEJ 



WHAT MAKES US THINK WE COULD BE GRATEFUL IF 

WE HAD WHAT WE DO NOT HAVE? ALS01 WHAT IF 

WE HAD SOME OF THE THINGS WE DO NOT WANT? THE 

ATTITUDE OF GRATITUDE IS NOT DEPENDENT ON WHAT 

WE HAVE OR DON'T HAVE! 

THE ATTITUDE OF GRATITUDE! IT IS THE MARK 

OF A TRULY RELIGIOUS AND TRULY HUMAN PERSON. 

I. THIS MORNING LET'S LOOK FIRST AT SOME OF 
THE THINGS WHICH HINDER US FROM DEVELOPING 

AN ATTITUDE OF GRATITUDEJ AND THEN WE'LL LOOK 
AT SOME OF THE THINGS THAT HELP US AND WHAT 

SUCH AN ATTITUDE CAN DO FOR USJ AND THIRDJ 

SOME SUGGESTIONS AS TO HOW TO BEGIN TO DEVELOP 

AN ATTITUDE OF GRATITUDE . 

1. ONE .OF THE MOST WIDESPREAD IMPEDIMENTS 
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TO DEVELOPING AN ATTITUDE OF GRATITUDE IS THE 

uCAN YOU TOP THIS?n SYNDROME. WE SEEM TO THINK 

THAT ONLY IF THIS YEAR IS BETTER THAN THE LAST-­

THEN WE WILL BE THANKFUL. EVEN THOUGH WE MIGHT 

FIERCELY DENY ITJ THERE SEEMS·TO BE FOR A GREAT 

MANY OF USJ AN INVISIBLE LINE BELOW WHICH IT 

DOESN'T OCCUR TO US TO BE GRATEFUL SINCE WE 

FEEL THAT ALL THAT'S BELOW THAT LINE IS OUR 

FAIR SHARE J OUR RIGHTJ WHAT WE DESERVE. IT'S 

A CERTAIN MINIMUM AMOUNT OF GOOD THAT WE HAVE 

COMING TO US. THJ( IF WE .GET SOMETHING EXTRAJ 

WE'LL BE THANKFUL. IN OTHER WORDSJ GRATITUDE 

IS RESERVED FOR THE OVERRUN I I I WHEN THE 

BLESSINGS GO OVER THE TOPJ EXCEED THE LINE 



OF WHAT WAS EXPECTED, 

2. A SECOND BARRIER TO DEVELOPING AN ATTITUDE 

OF GRATITUDE CAN BE CALLED THE "BARRIER OF 

OWNERSHIP," WE'VE ALWAYS HAD TROUBLE WITH 

THIS ONE, ONE OF THE SO-CALLED CHURCH FATHERS, 

CYPRIAN,. WROTE WAY BACK IN THE THIRD CENTURY 

OF HIS CONTEMPORARIES, "THEIR PROPERTY HELD 
THEM IN CHAINS I I I CHAINS WHICH SHACKLED 

THEIR COURAGE AND CHOKED THEIR FAITH AND 

HAMPERED THEIR JUDGMENT AND THROTTLED THEIR 

SOULS I I I THEY THINK OF THEMSELVES AS OWNERS, 
WHEREAS IT IS THEY RATHER WHO ARE OWNEDJ ENSLAVED 

AS THEY ARE· TO THEIR OWN PROPERTY, TH EV ARE 
NOT MASTERS OF THEIR MONEY, BUT ITS SLAVES," 

WE EVEN COME TO THINK THAT WE ARE WHAT WE OWN! 

THAT WHICH WE THINK WE OWN, SOON BECOMES THAT 

WHICH WE THINK WE DESERVE AND WE ARE NOT USUALLY 

GRATEFUL FOR WHAT WE BELIEVE WE DESERVE IN 

THE FIRST PLACE, THE ANTEDOTE IS TO SEE ALL 
THAT WE HAVE AS A GIFT WHICH IS OURS TO CARE 

FOR AND BE GRATEFUL FOR IT AS LONG AS WE HAVE 

IT, 

3. A THIRD BLOCK TO DEVELOPING AN ATTITUDE 

OF GRATITUDE IS THAT WE TEND TO LIVE ON THE 

SURFACE OF LIFE AND SHALLOW PEOPLE ARE NEVER 

DEEPLY THANKFUL. PEOPLE WHO LIVE MOSTLY ON 

THE SURFACE OF LIFE ARE ALWAYS FINDING TROUBLE. 

THERE IS ALWAYS SOME LITTLE MISTAKE THAT IRRITATES 

THEM, SOME MISCUE, SOME LITTLE INJUSTICE, SOME 



DISCOMFORT) SOMETHING WHICH THEY SAY KEEPS 

THEM FROM "HAV ING FUN." AND IF YOU ARE NOT 

"HAVING FUN" WHY WOULD YOU BE GRATEFUL? 
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PERHAPS WE NEED 'TO MAKE THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN 

"HAVING FUN" WHICH IS A SURFACE THINGJ AND 

"FINDING JOY" WHICH SPEAKS OF EXPERIENCING 

LIFE IN DEPTH, IN HIS BOOK "THE ART OF LOVING) " 

ERICH FROMM SEEMS TO MAKE THAT DISTINCTION, 

HE WRITES: "HAVING FUN LIES IN THE CONSUMING 

AND 'TAKING IN' COMMODITIES) SIGHTS) FOODJ 

DRINKS) PEOPLE) LECTURES) MOVIES; ALL ARE 
CONSUMEDJ SWALLOWED, THE WORLD IS ONE GREAT 

OBJECT FOR THE APPETITE) A BIG APPLEJ A BIG 

BOTTLE; WE ARE THE SUCKLERSJ THE ETERNALLY 

DISAPPOINTED ONE. OUR CHARACTER IS NOW GEARED 

TO EXCHANGE AND TO RECEIVE) TO BARTER AND TO 
CONSUME; EVERYTHING (SPIRITUAL AS WELL AS 

MATERIALS OBJECTS) BECOMES AN OBJECT OF 

EXCHANGE AND OF CONSU·MPTION." 

WE "HAVE SOME FUN" BY HAVING SOME OF THIS AND 

SOME OF THAT. BUT IT DOES END UP QUITE DIFFERENT 

FROM FINDING SOME JOY. FINDI.NG SOME JOY COMES 

FROM EXPERIENCING THE DEPTH OF OUR RELATEDNESS 

TO OTHERS AND TO GODJ THE DEPTH OF OUR GROWTH 
OR EXCITEMENT OR CHANGE OR HOPE THROUGH OTHERS, 

FINDING JOY MEANS GETTING IN DEEPJ GETTING 

IN OVER OUR HEADJ GETTING CARRIED AWAY J WHAT 

JESUS CALLED "LOSING ONE'S SELF," 
. . 

II, AND THIS LEADS US DIRECTLY TO SOME OF 

\ 
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THE THINGS THAT CAN HELP US DEVELOP AN ATTITUDE 

OF GRATITUDE ) AND WHAT THAT ATTITUDE CAN DO 

FOR US. 

1. FIRST) WE BEGIN TO DEVELOP THE ATTITUDE 

OF GRATITUDE WHEN WE REALIZE THAT ALL OF LIFE 

IS A GIFT. WE DO NOT EARN LIFE. THE WHOLE 

WORLD IS A GIGNATIC LEGACY. LOVE IS A GIFT) 

OR ELSE IT'S NOT LOVE AT ALL. 

WE ALL HAVE A TREMENDOUS DEBT TO THE PAST; 

TO THOSE WHO HAVE GONE BEFORE US AND TO GOD, 
IMAGINE HAVING TO START AFRESH EACH GENERATION. 

WHO WOULD INVENT THE WHEEL) DEVISE THE LEVER) 

CONSTRUCT THE ALPHABET AND MULTIPLICATION 

TABLES? WHO WOULD DISCOVER THE MEASLES 

VACCINE) THE POLIO VACCINE) OR PENICILLIN? 

I COULD NOT, COULD YOU? WE WERE BORN INTO 

A WORLD WHERE MOST OF THE BASIC ELEMENTS WERE 

WAITING FOR US. WE MERELY COMBINE AND RE­

ARRANGE THEM FOR OUR PLEASURE AND PROFIT, NOT 

MORE THAN A HANDFUL OF US IN ANY CENTURY LEAVES 
SOMETHING PERMANENT FOR THE FUTURE TO USE. 

RECOGNIZING THAT ALL OF LIFE IS A GIFTJ NOT 

ONLY CAN LEAD TO AN ATTITUDE OF GRATITUDE) 

BUT WITH GRATITUDE ALWAYS COMES HUMILITY, AND 

ALL OF US NEED MORE HUMILITY. I SAY THAT 

BECAUSE THOSE OF US WHO ARE THE MORE FORTUNATE 

HAVE MANAGED TO CONVINCE OURSELVES THAT THIS 

IS BECAUSE WE ARE THE NATURAL BENEFICIARIES 

OF SUPERIOR INTELLIGENCE) DILIGENCE) FORESIGHT) 



ENERGY AND MORALITY. WE CONVINCE OURSELVES 

THAT WE HAVE MORE BECAUSE WE DESERVE MORE-­

THAT GOD IS REWARDING- US FOR BEING SUPERIOR. 

AND IT'S DIFFICULT TO BE EITHER HUMBLE OR 
THANKFUL FOR THAT WHICH WE THINK WE DESERVE. 

. . 
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2. SECONDLY) WE BEGIN TO DEVELOP THE ATTITUDE 

OF GRATITUDE WHEN WE ACKNOWLEDGE THAT WE ARE 

NOT INDEPENDENT--WHEN WE COME TO KNOW DEEP 

DOWN THAT WE ARE CONNECTED TO EVERYTHING ELSE 

THAT IS. THE CONNECTEDNESS OF CREATION) THE 

INTER-DEPENDENCE OF CREATION IS A MESSAGE THAT 
NEEDS TO BE HEARD OVER AND OVER AGAIN, IT'S 

ONE OF THE BASIC THEMES OF OUR CHRISTIAN FAITH. 

THE OPPOSITE OF THIS IS TO EMPHASIZE INDEPENDENCE-­

THE BELIEF THAT A SINGLE INDIVIDUAL OR A SINGLE 

NATION CAN DETACH ITSELF FROM EVERYTHING ELSE 

AND STILL SURVIVE. IN OUR VIEW OF THE WORLDJ 

WE HAVE TENDED TO SEE THINGS IN THEIR SEPARATENESS 

RATHER THAN WITH THEIR CONNECTIONS) INTER­

DEPENDENCE) AND RELATIONSHIPS. 

So FOR EXAMPLE) WE HAVE TENDED TO SEE PERSONS 

AS BLACK OR WH.ITEJ OR INDIANS) OR JEWS OR 

CHRISTIANS) OR MosLEMSJ OR AMERICANS OR 

RUSSIANS. WE TEND TO SEE PEOPLE AS ADJECTIVES 

RATHER THAN NOUNS. AND WHEN WE DO THIS THEN. 

WE GO ON TO MAKE SOME PEOPLE INFERIOR AND 

OTHERS SUPERIOR WHICH SETS UP BARRIERS TO 

TRUST AND FORGIVENESS, IF INSTEAD WE ARE 

INTER-DEPENDENT) THEN THERE IS NO ONE WHO IS 



INFERIOR OR SUPERIOR. WE EACH HAVE OUR OWN 

D IST INCT IVE G IFTS AND D IFFERENCES. WE ALL 

NEED EACH OTHER AND WE ARE GRATEFUL FOR EACH 

OTHER. 

IF WE ARE TO SURVIVE AS A WORLDJ WE HAVE TO 

BE ABLE TO SEE OURSELVES AS PART OF A UNITY 
WHICH TRANSCENDS ALL DIFFERENCES, THE UNITY 

AND CONNECTIONS HAVE ALWAYS BEEN THERE--WE 

HAVE SIMPLY NOT ALWAYS BEEN AWARE OF THEM. 

DR, LEWIS THOMAS PUT .IT THIS WAY IN ·oNE OF 
HIS ESSAYS--"WE ARE NOT MADE UP1 AS WE HAVE 

ALWAYS SUPPOSED OF ONLY OUR OWN PARTS, RATHER 

WE ARE SHAREDJ RENTEDJ OCCUPIED, AT THE 

INTERIOR OF OUR CELLSJ DRIVING THEMJ PROVIDING 

MUCH OF WHAT WE NEED TO LIVEJ ARE THE TINIEST 

MITOCHO·NDRIAJ AND IN A STRICT SENSE THEY ARE 

NOT OURS, TH.EV TURN OUT TO BE SEPARATE 

CREATURESJ VE.RY PRIMITIVE BACTERIAJ BUT 

WITHOUT THEM WE WOULD NOT MOVE A MUSCLEJ DRUM 

A FINGERJ THINK A THOUGHT," 

THE MORE WE BECOME AWARE OF OUR CONNECTEDNESSJ 

THE MORE WE BEGIN TO DEVELOP AN ATTITUDE OF 

GRATITUDE. 

HERE ARE TWO SPECIFIC SUGGESTIONS, 
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1. BEGIN TO PRACTICE GRATITUDE AS A PART OF 

YOUR EVERYDAY LIFE. You CAN DO THIS WITH SHORT 

PRAYERS OF THANKSGIVING TO GOD THROUGHOUT EACH 



DAY. JUST A THOUGHT OF THANKFULNESS IS A 

PRAYER W ITH IN ITSELF, SOMEONE HAS SA ID THAT 

THE TRUE SAINT IS NOT THE ONE WHO PRAYS THE 

MOSTJ OR DOES THE MOST FASTING) OR WHO IS THE 
MOST EMINENT FOR TEMPERANCE) OR JUSTICE) BUT 

IT IS THE ONE WHO IS ALWAYS THANKFUL TO GODJ 

AND WHO RECEIVES EVERYTHING AS AN INSTANCE 

OF Gan's GOODNESS AND WHO IS ALWAYS READY TO 

PRAISE GOD FOR IT. 

THANKFULNESS IS THE PRACTICE OF AWARENESS OF 
WHAT YOU ALREADY HAVEJ RATHER THAN AN EMPHASIS 
ON ACQUIRING WHAT YOU DO NOT HAVE. 
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2. BEGIN TO PRACTICE THE ATTITUDE OF GRATITUDE 

WITH OTHER PEOPLE. WRITE NOTES OF THANKFULNESS 

TO PEOPLE SIMPLY TELLING THEM HOW MUCH YOU 

APPRECIATE THEM. WILLIAM STIDGER OF THE BOSTON 

SCHOOL OF THEOLOGY REMEMBERED THE WOMAN WHO 

HAD TAUGHT HIM IN SCHOOL). AND FROM WHOM HE 

HAD NOT HEARD IN MANY YEARS. ALTHOUGH IT WAS 

DECADES AGOJ HE RECALLED THE WAY SHE HAD PUT 

THE LOVE OF POETRY IN HIM, 

So HE WROTE A LETTER OF THANKS. No LONG AFTER) 
HE RECEIVED THIS REPLY FROM HER: 

"MY DEAR WILLIE: (HE WAS THRILLED BY THAT 

SALUTATION. HE WAS OVER 50, BALDJ A PROFESSOR} 

AND DIDN'T THINK THERE WAS ANYONE LEFT IN THE 

WORLD WHO WOULD CALL HIM WILLIE. ) I CANNOT 

TELL YOU HOW MUCH YOUR NOTE MEANT TO ME. I 
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AM IN MY 80'SJ LIVING ALONE IN A SMALL ROOM) 

COOKING MY OWN MEALSJ LONELYJ AND LIKE THE 

LAST LEAF OF AUTUMN) LINGERING BEHIND. You 

WILL BE INTERESTED TO KNOW THAT I TAUGHT SCHOOL 
FOR 50 YEARS AND YOURS IS THE FIRST NOTE OF 

APPRECIATION I EVER RECEIVED. IT CAME ON A 

BLUE) COLD MORNING AND IT CHEERED ME AS NOTHING 

HAS IN YEARS I I I " 

WILLIE WEPT. 

THE PSALMIST WROTE: "IT IS GOOD TO GIVE THANKS 
TO Gon." WE DO THAT NOT ONLY IN OUR PRAYERS 

TO GOD1 BUT WHEN WE GIVE THANKS TO OTHERS. 
IT IS GOOD FOR THEM> AND IT IS GOOD FOR US, 

AMEN. 


