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Wisdom Story 

 

Month Theme 

September Diversity 

October Vocation 

November Gratitude 

December Peace 

January Grace 

February Prayer 

March Surrender 

April Salvation 

May Truth 

June Mystery 

July Liberal  

August Formation 

 

A Brother’s Sacrifice 
     Hundreds of years ago in the fifteenth 

century a family lived in a tiny village 

near Nuremberg in 

Germany. The village 

was tiny, but not the 

family. Albrecht Dürer 

the Elder and his wife 

Barbara had eighteen 

children. He was a 

goldsmith. On many 

days he worked six-

teen hours or more to 

earn enough money to take care of his 

family. Still, they were quite poor.  

     Despite what appeared to be a hope-

less situation, two of the sons shared a 

dream. They both wanted to study art, 

but they knew that their father could not 

afford to have them both serve as an ap-

prentice to a famous artist in Nuremberg 

at the same time. 

     They talked about their dreams night 

after night. Then they made a pact. They 

would toss a coin. The one who lost 

would work in the nearby coal mines 

and help support the family while the 

brother who won studied art. Then, 

when that brother completed his studies, 

he would support the family through the 

sale of his artwork so that the second 

brother could become an apprentice and 

study art.  

     They tossed a coin on a Sunday morn-

ing after church. Albrecht Dürer won the 

toss and moved to Nuremberg to serve 

as an apprentice to Michael Wolgemut 

who had a large workshop that pro-

duced a variety of works of art, includ-

ing woodcuts for books. The year was 

1486 and Albrecht was just 15 years old. 

(Continued on page 2) 

Introduction to the Theme 
Rev. Kirk Loadman-Copeland 

     Annie Dillard writes, “We wake, if 

we wake at all, to mystery, rumors of 

death, beauty, violence.... ‘Seem like 

we’re just set down here,’ a woman 

said to me recently, `and don’t nobody 

know why.’ ... Some unwonted, taught 

pride diverts us from our original in-

tent, which is to explore the neighbor-

hood, view the landscape, to discover 

where it is that we have been so star-

tlingly set down, even if we can’t learn 

why.” 

     Once our children, once we begin to 

explore the neighborhood, pay atten-

tion to the landscape, become the 

things that we encounter, whether it is 

the early lilacs, the cat asleep on our 

lap that we are petting, or a person 

who is in want or pain, we can begin to 

see the world in new ways. 

     If we continue exploring, with an 

open mind and an open heart; if we 

continue exploring we may begin to 

stop taking the world and all of the 

incredible gifts that bless our lives for 

granted, feeling instead a profound 

gratitude. This is what happened to me 

as a child, not because I intended or 

expected it. Life simply surprised me 

while I was doing something else. The 

something else was going Trick or 

Treating on Halloween night for the 

first time with the older children who 

lived on my street. All I wanted was 

the freedom that this symbolized and 

lots of candy. But, for whatever reason, 

I looked up into the nighttime sky, I 

looked up through the leafless branch-

es of trees, I looked up and saw ten 

(Continued on page 6) 
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Let Us Give Thanks 
Rev. Max Coots 

     Let us give thanks for a bounty of 

people. For 

children who 

are our second 

planting, and 

though they 

grow like 

weeds and the 

wind too soon 

blows them 

away, may 

they forgive us 

our cultivation 

and remember fondly where their roots 

are. 

     Let us give thanks; 

     For generous friends...with 

hearts...and smiles as bright as their blos-

soms; 

     For feisty friends, as tart as apples; 

     For continuous friends, who, like scal-

lions and cucumbers, keep reminding us 

that we’ve had them; 

     For crotchety friends, as sour as rhu-

barb and as indestructible; 

     For handsome friends, who are as 

gorgeous as eggplants and as elegant as 

a row of corn, and the others, as plain as 

potatoes and so good for you; 

      For funny friends, who are as silly as 

Brussels sprouts and as amusing as Jeru-

salem artichokes; 

      And serious friends, as complex as 

cauliflowers and as intricate as onions. 

     For friends as unpretentious as cab-

bages, as subtle as summer squash, as 

persistent as parsley, as delightful as dill, 

as endless as zucchini and who, like 

parsnips, can be counted on to see you 

through the winter; 

     For old friends, nodding like sunflow-

ers in the evening-time, and young 

friends coming on as fast as radishes; 

      For loving friends, who wind around 

us like tendrils and hold us, despite our 

blights, wilts, and witherings; 

      And finally, for those friends now 

gone, like gardens past that have been 

harvested, but who fed us in their times 

that we might have life thereafter. 

     For all these, we give thanks. 

Contemplations explores a reading (e.g., 

Readings from the Common Bowl) and our 

life in a deeper way.  
 

Morning Practice 
     Quiet your Mind: Sit in a comfortable 

place and take a few breaths to quiet 

your mind and focus your attention. 

     Engage the Reading: Engage the text 

by reading it silently and aloud several 

times. Allow the words and their mean-

ing to settle within you. 

     Contemplate: Consider the reading 

and your response. You may want to 

write down your responses. Are there 

certain words or phrases that especially 

catch your attention, words that comfort 

or unsettle? Why? How could the read-

ing, its meaning and wisdom, inform 

your actions on this day? 

     Act: Allow the wisdom that resonates 

in you through your contemplation of 

the reading to inform how you act. What 

does this wisdom mean for you life? 

What does it mean for this day? 
 

Evening Practice 
     Quiet your Mind: Sit in a comfortable 

place and take a few breaths to quiet 

your mind and focus your attention.  

     Reengage the Reading: Read the text 

one more time to make it present for 

your evening practice. 

     Listen to Your Life: Now, turn your 

attention to the day itself. Recall the ex-

periences that were especially meaning-

ful, comforting, or disturbing. What do 

these mean to you? These experiences 

are the sacred texts of our lives. They 

have the power to teach us if we allow 

them to do so. You may want to record 

your reflections in a journal. 

     Intention for Tomorrow: Consider 

how you would live this day differently 

if you could do it over. What would you 

change and why? Choose one thing that 

you would like to do differently in the 

future and set an intention to do so. It is 

surprising how powerful this intention-

setting can be in shifting our behavior 

and experience.  
 

Email createmeaningnow@gmail.com to 

automatically receive a brief reading on 

Monday, Wednesday & Friday mornings 

Wisdom Story 

His brother, Hans, went to work in the 

coal mine.  

     After he completed his apprenticeship, 

Albrecht followed the German custom of 

taking a Wanderjahre or “wander year” to 

study with other famous artists. That 

year turned into four as Albrecht worked 

tirelessly to develop his skills and be-

come a master artist. He returned home 

in 1494 to marry Agnes Frey following an 

arrangement made by his parents during 

his absence. At the reception after the 

wedding, Albrecht told Hans that it was 

now his turn to become an apprentice 

and study art.  

     Hans was moved by Albrecht’s offer, 

but wondered if he could become as 

skilled as his brother. Hans said, “I’m not 

sure that I should even try. My hands 

were damaged working in the mine. 

Look at them. Sometimes it is even hard 

to hold a brush.” “Nonsense,” said Al-

brecht. “You must do what you love. 

Learn to be an artist and pray that your 

hands will continue to heal so that you 

can create what you imagine.” 

     Hans became an apprentice to his 

brother. Daily, Albrecht instructed his 

younger brother, often looking at his 

hands as he worked. Hans developed the 

skills necessary to become a gifted artist. 

Later, like many other Nuremberg artists, 

Hans went to live and work in Kraków 

where he became the court painter for 

King Sigismund I of Poland. This con-

nects him with our own religious tradi-

tion since King Sigismund was the great 

uncle of John II Sigismund Zápolya, King 

of Transylvania, and the only Unitarian 

king in history. 

    In 1508, Albrecht created a pen and ink 

sketch called “Praying Hands” (in Ger-

man Betende Hände). It has become his 

most well known work. Many people 

wonder if those were the hands of his 

brother, who had sacrificed so much so 

Albrecht could study what he loved.  

     This is a fictional account of the creation of  

Dürer’s work, “Praying Hands.” It was in-

spired by another story about the praying 

hands, but attempts to be truer to what is 

known about Albrecht and Hans Dürer. 

(Continued from page 1)   
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Compassion In Action 



Day 1: “If the only prayer you said was 

thank you, that would be enough.”    
Meister Eckhart 
 

Day 2: “When a person doesn’t have grat-

itude, something is missing in his or her 

humanity. A person can almost be de-

fined by his or her attitude toward grati-

tude.”   Elie Wiesel 
 

Day 3: “Gratitude unlocks the fullness of 

life. It turns what we have into enough, 

and more. It turns denial into acceptance, 

chaos to order, confusion to clarity. It can 

turn a meal into a feast, a house into a 

home, a stranger into a friend. Gratitude 

makes sense of our past, brings peace for 

today, and creates a vision for 

tomorrow.”   Melody Beattie 
 

Day 4: “Some people grumble 

that roses have thorns; I am 

grateful that thorns have roses.”   
Alphonse Karr 
 

Day 5: “Gratitude is not only 

the greatest of virtues, but the 

parent of all others.”    
Marcus Tullius Cicero 
 

Day 6: “Happiness cannot be 

traveled to, owned, earned, 

worn or consumed. Happiness 

is the spiritual experience of 

living every minute with love, 

grace, and gratitude.”   Denis Waitley 
 

Day 7: “We can only be said to be alive in 

those moments when our hearts are con-

scious of our treasures.”   Thornton Wilder 
 

Day 8: “Darkness deserves gratitude. It is 

the alleluia point at which we learn to 

understand that all growth does not take 

place in the sunlight.”   Joan D. Chittister 
 

 

 

Day 9: “Feeling gratitude and not express-

ing it is like wrapping a present and not 

giving it.”   William Arthur Ward 
 

Day 10: “We often take for granted the 

very things that most deserve our grati-

tude.”   Cynthia Ozick 
 

Day 11: “Gratitude is the ability to experi-

ence life as a gift. It liberates us from the 

prison of self-preoccupation.”    
John Ortberg 
 

Day 12:  “The root of joy is grateful-

ness...It is not joy that makes us grateful; 

it is gratitude that makes us joyful.”    
David Steindl-Rast 
  

Day 13: “Gratitude is the memory of the 

heart.”   Jean Baptiste Massieu 
 

Day 14: “Gratitude keeps your heart 

open. When you give with an open heart, 

you get the profound gift of humility.”   
Cami Walker 
 

Day 15: “The highest tribute to the dead is 

not grief but gratitude.”   Thornton Wilder 
 

Day 16: “I am grateful for what I am and 

have. My thanksgiving is perpetual…O 

how I laugh when I think of my vague 

indefinite riches. No run on my bank can 

drain it, for my wealth is not possession 

but enjoyment.”   Henry David Thoreau  
 

Day 17: “Gratitude is the first sign of a 

thinking, rational creature.”   Solanus Casey 
 

Day 18: “Gratitude bestows reverence, 

allowing us to encounter everyday epiph-

anies, those transcendent moments of awe 

that change forever how we experience 

life and the world.”   John Milton 
 

Day 19: “Some of my most precious mo-

ments of insight have been those in which 

I have seen clearly that gratitude is the 

only possible response.”   Sylvia Boorstein 
 

Day 20: “My gratitude extends beyond 

the limits of my capacity to express it.”   
Iain Banks 
 

Day 21: “The Pilgrims made seven times 

more graves than huts. No Americans 

have been more impoverished than these 

who, nevertheless, set aside a day of 

thanksgiving.”   H.U. Westermayer 
 

Day 22: “You say grace before meals. All 

right. But I say grace before the concert 

and the opera, and grace before the play 

and pantomime, and grace before I open a 

book, and grace before sketching, paint-

ing, swimming, fencing, boxing, walking, 

playing, dancing and grace before I dip 

the pen in the ink.”   G.K. Chesterton 
 

Day 23: “Two kinds of gratitude: The sud-

den kind we feel for what we take; the 

larger kind we feel for what we give.”   
Edwin Arlington Robinson 
 

Day 24: “Gratitude is a quality similar to 

electricity: it must be produced and dis-

charged and used up in order to exist at 

all.”   William Faulkner 
 

Day 25: “A person however 

learned and qualified in his life’s 

work in whom gratitude is ab-

sent, is devoid of that beauty of 

character which makes personal-

ity fragrant.”   Hazrat Inayat Khan  
 

Day 26: “’Thank you’ is the best 

prayer that anyone could say. I 

say that one a lot. Thank you 

expresses extreme gratitude, 

humility, understanding.”    
Alice Walker  
 

Day 27: “The hardest arithmetic 

to master is that which enables 

us to count our blessings.”    
Eric Hoffer 
 

Day 28: “Gratitude is when memory is 

stored in the heart and not in the mind.”   
Lionel Hampton 
 

Day 29: “We’re a nation hungry for more 

joy: Because we’re starving from a lack of 

gratitude.”   Brené Brown 
 

Day 30: “Gratitude is the greatest prayer. 

Thank you is the greatest mantra.”  
Paramahamsa Nithyananda 

Readings from  
the Common Bowl 
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Gratitude: The Heart of Faith 
Rev. Galen Guengerich 

     ...In my view, reli-

gion is constituted by 

two distinct but related 

impulses: a sense of 

awe and a sense of obli-

gation. The feeling of 

awe emerges from our 

experience of the gran-

deur of life and the mystery of the divine. 

This feeling becomes religious when a 

sense of obligation lays claim to us, and 

we feel a duty to the larger life that we 

share. In theological terms, religion be-

gins as transcendence, which is the part 

about God, and then leads to disciple-

ship, which is the part about the disci-

pline of faith. 

     I realize the idea of faith as a discipline 

may ...sound like heresy to many Unitari-

an Universalists. Unless our faith is mere 

intellectual affectation, however, the de-

fining element of our faith must be a dai-

ly practice of some kind. What kind of 

practice? For Jews, the defining discipline 

is obedience: To be a faithful Jew is to 

obey the commands of God. For Chris-

tians, the defining discipline is love: To 

be a faithful Christian is to love God and 

to love your neighbor as yourself. For 

Muslims, the defining discipline is sub-

mission: To be a faithful Muslim is to 

submit to the will of Allah. 

     And what of us? What should be our 

defining religious discipline? While obe-

dience, love, and even submission each 

play a vital role in the life of faith, my 

current conviction is that our defining 

discipline should be gratitude. In the 

same way that Judaism is defined by obe-

dience, Christianity by love, and Islam by 

submission, I believe that Unitarian Uni-

versalism should be defined by gratitude. 

     Why gratitude? Two dimensions of 

gratitude make it fitting as our defining 

religious practice. One has to do with a 

discipline of gratitude, and the other has 

to do with an ethic of gratitude. The 

discipline of gratitude 

reminds us how 

utterly dependent we 

are on the people and 

world around us for 

everything that 

matters. From this flows an ethic of grati-

tude that obligates us to create a future 

that justifies an increasing sense of grati-

tude from the human family as a whole. 

The ethic of gratitude demands that we 

nurture the world that nurtures us in 

return. It is our duty to foster the kind of 

environment that we want to take in, and 

therefore become.  

     The two forms gratitude takes in our 

lives (a discipline and an ethic) are natu-

ral outcomes of the two elements of reli-

gious experience (awe and obligation). 

The experience of awe leads to the disci-

pline of gratitude, and the experience of 

obligation leads to an ethic of gratitude. 

     There are many potential defining vir-

tues from which to choose. Why grati-

tude? It has to do with the role of religion 

and the nature of the universe. The role 

of religion, in my view, is to help us find 

our place as human beings within this 

universe we call home. You may recall 

that the word religion does not mean to 

liberate or set free, but rather to bind to-

gether. Religion unites the purpose of our 

lives as human beings with the purpose 

that animates the universe. Religion 

unites the meaning of our lives as human 

beings with the meaning that pervades 

the universe. Religion unites the spirit of 

humanity with the spirit that keeps the 

stars shining, the planets spinning, and 

the flowers blooming in springtime. I 

believe that gratitude is the appropriate 

religious response to the nature of the 

universe. 

     …If the first principle of all existence is 

utter dependence, then the deadliest of all 

sins is the effort to negate or disregard 

that principle through the myth of self-

sufficiency. In this state of sin, salvation 

comes through gratitude. It is the means 

by which we remember both our identity 

and our duty. 

     Unlike freedom, gratitude is a unique-

ly religious virtue. Why is this so? A 

sense of awe and a sense of obligation, 

religion’s basic impulses, are both experi-

ences of transcendence, of being part of 

something much larger than ourselves. 

     The feeling of awe emerges from expe-

riences of the grandeur of life and the 

mystery of the divine. We happen upon a 

sense of inexpressible exhilaration at be-

ing alive and a sense of utter dependence 

upon sources of being beyond ourselves. 

This sense of awe and dependence 

should engender in us a discipline of 

gratitude, which constantly acknowledg-

es that our present experience depends 

upon the sources that make it possible. 

The feeling of obligation lays claim to us 

when we sense our duty to the larger life 

we share. As we glimpse our dependence 

upon other people and things, we also 

glimpse our duty to them. This sense of 

obligation leads to an ethic of gratitude, 

which takes our experience of transcend-

ence in the present and works for a future 

in which all relationships among hu-

mans, as well as between humans and the 

physical world, are fair, constructive, and 

beautiful. 

     Put another way, the discipline of grat-

itude connects the present with the past, 

while the ethic of gratitude connects the 

present with the future just as Whitehead 

and his successors in the process theolo-

gy movement described God both as the 

refuge of the past and as the hope of the 

future.  

     Disciplines teach us who we are. They 

remind us of commitments we have 

made and show us the path to walk. 

When Muslims pray five times each day 

facing Mecca, they remember who they 

are as people of faith. When I say “I love 

you” to my wife and daughter when we 

go our separate ways in the morning and 

when we retire at night, I remind myself 

that I am, first and foremost, a husband 

and father. 

     In fact, the word discipline comes from 

(Continued on page 8) 
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Gratitude Circle  
by Rev. Jane E. Mauldin 

     We’ve begun a new ritu-

al around our dinner table 

in which each member of 

the family takes a minute or 

two to name what he or she has been 

grateful for. No matter how yucky our 

day has been, we try to offer our gratitude 

in the spirit of kindness and real thankful-

ness. Often, the ritual’s nicest effect is to 

calm the troops who may be feeling a bit 

rowdy or punchy. That’s on a good even-

ing. Other times, well… 

     “Today,” said I one evening, trying to 

model appropriate behavior (usually a 

ludicrous pursuit), “I am thankful for the 

wonderful rain we had this afternoon, 

which watered all the trees and grass and 

flowers so they can grow.” 

     “Today,” said Daughter #1, “I am 

grateful for the rain and the trees and the 

flowers. And I am grateful for Mom and 

Dad and Sister and Brother and Dog.” (A 

not-so-subtle attempt at ingratiating her-

self, as her sly smile implied, but spoken 

with heartfelt emotion, nonetheless.) 

     “Today,” said Daughter #2, “I am 

grateful for Mom and Dad and Brother 

and Dog.” A smirk.  

     “What?” Dad and Mom were stunned. 

“What about your sister?” Daughter #1 

immediately recognized the implications 

of Daughter #2’s statement, which point-

edly left her out. She burst into tears and 

ran from the table. 

     We continue to work on gratitude cir-

cles at our house. Some of us find it hard 

to be thankful when we would rather be 

angry. Sometimes even I (who like to con-

sider myself closer to perfect than many) 

would rather give my husband a swift 

verbal kick than words of appreciation. 

     Yet, there is something sacred about 

our gratitude circles. Gratitude has a heal-

ing power at our table that is more tangi-

ble than forgiveness or even ice cream. 

We can’t honestly nourish a grudge at the 

same time that we nourish gratitude. 

     So we try. Daughter #1 came back to 

the table and we talked about forgiveness 

as well as gratitude, and we wondered 

aloud about pain and healing in words a 

child might be able to fathom. 

     And we grown-ups gave a silent sigh 

of gratitude for yet one more chance to do 

our job again and go on. 

 

You’ll Thank Me Later 
     Annie Zirkel is the author of You’ll 

Thank Me Later ~ A Guide to 

Raising Grateful Children (& 

Why That Matters). Accord-

ing to Zirkel, “Gratitude is, 

quite frankly, one of the 

critical elements for a child 

to have in order to develop 

into a more connected, responsible, resili-

ent and happier grown-up. Noticing what 

you have and remembering the positives 

of your life help you savor your good ex-

periences and bounce back 

better from life’s challenges. 

Children who practice grat-

itude show more of this life 

satisfaction and resilience 

and even, according to a 

study by Robert Em-

mons….” 

     A major obstacle to cultivating grati-

tude is entitlement. As Zirkel explains, 

“Entitlement is about believing that you 

deserve something even when you have-

n’t done anything to earn it. Parents feed 

entitlement by giving too much (stuff and 

of ourselves) and asking too little of our 

children. When it comes to appreciation, 

getting something for nothing is about the 

hardest thing to notice and be grateful for.  

     “Add to this our societal consumerism 

messages which encourage you to be  un-

satisfied with what you have, and the 

speed with which our worlds are moving, 

and it creates the perfect storm for ingrati-

tude. The practice of gratitude is a reflec-

tive process which means you need the 

right messages and enough time to notice.  

     “Parents can help children avoid enti-

tlement by doing less, and instead having 

their children participate in earning the 

material items and privileges that they 

want. Through chores, working for life’s 

rewards, and behaving in positive ways 

children can reap the benefits of their par-

ticipation. And in doing so, hopefully feel 

more connected and appreciative of the 

end results.” 

 

 

Family Activity: Gratitude Circle  
This can become an ongoing activity be-

fore a meal. Each person seated around 

the table is invited to share one thing for 

which they are grateful. It can be for that 

day, for the last week, or just in general. 

Sometimes by going around a second 

time, family members can play off of or 

build on what others have shared. The 

point is that there is often much to be 

grateful for if we are paying attention.  

Family Activity:  

Thirty Days of Gratitude 
November is a good time to count our 

blessings as we approach Thanksgiving 

Day. In a kind of reverse advent calendar, 

invite your children to create small draw-

ings for each day and post them in order 

by date. At the end, take a picture of the 

30 pieces of art to remember their grati-

tude collage. For more ideas about ob-

serving 30 days of gratitude, go to the web-

site http://www.30daysofgratitude.org/ 

 

Family Matters 
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Piglet noticed that 

even though he had a 

Very Small Heart, it 

could hold a rather 

large amount of  

Gratitude.   A.A. Milne 

30 days of gratitude—Day 1, 2008 

30 days of gratitude—Day 30, 2008 
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thousand points of starlight, and felt an 

overwhelming and profound sense of 

gratitude for being alive, for hav-

ing eyes to see, for witnessing the 

incredible beauty and mystery of 

the world, which always exceeds 

any imagining.  

     Unitarian Universalist minister 

Ralph Helverson wrote, “We have 

religion when we stop deluding 

ourselves that we are self-

sufficient, self-sustaining, or self-

derived.” It would be many years 

before I could understand his 

words, but I experienced their 

reality in the core of my being on 

that Halloween night so long ago. 

He also wrote, “We have religion 

when we have an abiding grati-

tude for all that we have re-

ceived.”  

     The hymn Cuando El Pobre (When the 

Poor Ones) was written in 1971 by A. Oli-

ver and Miguel Manzano. It is a medita-

tion on Matthew 25: 31-46. 

     When the poor ones, who have nothing, 

still are giving. We tend to think that grat-

itude and generosity exist in proportion 

to the material possessions that one has. 

They do not. Gratitude is an attitude of 

the heart and generosity can be as simple 

as an embrace or paying attention to an-

other. M. Scott Peck said that we love 

others by paying attention to them.  

     When the thirsty pass the cup, water to 

share. In the 23rd Psalm, David states that 

his cup runneth over. When you are 

thirsty and can still pass the cup to share 

water, then your life runneth over with 

intangibles that are beyond measure, 

intangibles that no cup can measure or 

contain. 

     When the wounded offer others strength 

and healing. To have been wounded by 

life is to know just how precious life tru-

ly is for we cannot offer strength and 

healing to others if we have not experi-

enced them our self. We give what we 

know and who we are out of a profound 

sense of gratitude. 

     We see God, here by our side, walking our 

way. It does not matter if you believe in 

God or do not, what matters is whom 

you walk with and what you offer others 

of your heart and your hand.  

     This is the way of gratitude. It is a 

way of life that is deep and wide, a way 

that daily reminds us of our dependence 

and interdependence, a way that can 

become a spiritual practice grounded in 

prayer, meditation, or contemplation. 

     There are different types of prayer. 

One classification proposes four catego-

ries: gratitude, intercession (or petition), 

awe, and remorse; or as a more descrip-

tive approach reminds us: Thanks! Gim-

me! Wow! and Oops!  

     The 14th century Dominican monk 

and mystic Meister Eckhart wrote, “If 

the only prayer you ever say in your 

whole life is ‘thank you,’ that will be 

enough.” By this he meant that the most 

important prayer is not one of petition in 

which we ask for something for our self 

or another, but a prayer of gratitude. It 

could be a prayer of gratitude to God, 

but it also could be a prayer of gratitude 

for your spouse or partner, for your 

child, for your friends, for your life, or 

for the earth itself. Indeed, when we 

begin counting our blessings, the sources 

are many and the gratitude is profound.  

     But there is more. The point is not 

simply a prayer to or a prayer for some-

one or something. As Unitarian Univer-

salist Minister Raymond Baughn wrote, 

“Giving thanks has nothing to do with 

who or what produced the gift. It is ra-

ther a way of perceiving our life. Even in 

the midst of hurt and disappointment, 

when we see ourselves in the universe 

that gave us life and touches us 

with love, we praise.”  

     His words are important. They 

take us back to the poor ones, the 

thirsty, and the wounded who can 

still give, who can still praise, who 

can still experience life as a gift, 

who can still respond with grati-

tude. It is easy to respond with 

gratitude when life is filled to 

overflowing. It is more challeng-

ing to experience gratitude when 

we are in despair, or questioning, 

or experiencing sorrow or suffer-

ing or want. There are unfinished, 

unhealed, and unfulfilled parts of 

our lives, just as the world is too 

often dominated by war, oppres-

sion, and injustice. To experience 

gratitude, given these realities, is to 

place our life in a much larger frame-

work that recognizes our individual and 

collective existence as a profound, unim-

aginable, and unrepeatable gift.  

     Gratitude invites a spiritual practice 

in which daily we express our thanks-

giving to those around us, those who 

inhabit the circles of care, connection, 

and commitment that ripple out from 

the center of our being. As Thoreau said, 

“My thanksgiving is perpetual.”  

     Before that Halloween night, I was 

clueless about gratitude, although, de-

spite a difficult childhood, I had ample 

reasons to be grateful. After that night, 

after experiencing gratitude, I have had 

an abiding gratitude for all that I have 

received. Occasionally, I forget and take 

something for granted, only to have life 

remind me again that gratitude is the 

necessary and proper response, that 

gratitude is an obligation.  

     Annie Dillard once said, “How we 

spend our days is, of course, how we 

spend our lives.” How do you want to 

spend your life? My answer is the same 

as that of Unitarian Universalist song-

writer Judy Fjell who sings, “I am saying 

thank you. I am saying thank you. I am 

saying thank you. Thank you is my prac-

tice.” 

(Continued from page 1) 



  

Wisdom for Life 

Thanks 
     A review by Steve Helig of Thanks!: 

How the New Science of Gratitude Can 

Make You Happier by Robert Emmons.  

    Gratitude is defined 

most simply as “the 

condition of being 

thankful.” Emmons 

observes that gratitude 

has rarely been studied 

by psychologists…. 

This is unfortunate, he 

notes, as “[g]ratitude is 

literally one of the few things that can 

measurably change peoples’ lives.” But 

…”gratitude (or thankfulness) is an ef-

fortful state to create and maintain. It is 

not for the intellectually lethargic.”  

     …Emmons writes, “Preliminary find-

ings suggest that those who regularly 

practice grateful thinking do reap emo-

tional, physical, and interpersonal bene-

fits. [...] [G]rateful people experience 

higher levels of positive emotions such 

as joy, enthusiasm, love, happiness, and 

optimism [...] [T]he practice of gratitude 

as a discipline protects a person from the 

destructive impulses of envy, resent-

ment, greed, and bitterness.”  

     …Emmons spends the bulk of his 

book outlining psychological theory, 

research, historical examples and other 

support for this prescription. How have 

figures ranging from the biblical Job to 

Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel perse-

vered through the worst travails? Em-

mons holds that they each discovered 

what Albert Schweitzer called the 

“secret of life: giving thanks for every-

thing.”  

     …But first, Emmons warns, we have 

to overcome what may be an innate hu-

man “negativity bias,” which means that 

“incoming emotions and thoughts are 

more likely to be unpleasant rather than 

pleasant. [...] [T]his means that for some 

of us being a grouch comes naturally.” 

… At the same time,…we need to be less 

focused on individuality and more 

aware and, yes, thankful for our rela-

tionships and dependency on others for 

our well being.  
     (excerpt, full text at http://www.sfgate.com/

books/article/In-Thanks-Robert-Emmons-

Gratitude – Personified 
Kate Starr & Rev. Tamara Lebak, All Souls 

Unitarian Church Tulsa, OK 

Gratitude giggled uncontrollably 

as he wiped the melted chocolate 

and toasted marshmallows 

and graham cracker crumbs 

from Vulnerability’s face, 

and hands, and elbow, and hair. 
 

The two pulled themselves away 

from the warmth of the den’s fire 

to walk hand in hand through the dark-

ness toward the nursery; 

one jumping with delight, 

the other moving along more hesitantly. 
 

Gratitude tucked in all the stuffed ani-

mals 

so they’d be cozy. 

Vulnerability tucked in the bed skirt 

so no spiders could crawl up. 

Gratitude pulled down the blankets 

and fluffed the pillows. 

Vulnerability pulled down the shades 

and locked the windows. 

Gratitude made sure to say prayers 

to the great mystery. 

Vulnerability made sure to say incanta-

tions 

to empty the closets of intruders. 
 

“Want me to tell you a story?” 

asked Gratitude gleefully, 

and Vulnerability nodded, cautiously. 

“Once upon a time, there was a hermit 

who lived in a cave on a snowy moun-

tain. 

People traveled from exotic places 

to seek the wisdom of the man 

who seemed to hold the key to happi-

ness. 
 

“The first person to call was Suffering, 

who made the long journey on feet 

wrapped in rags. 

What is the key to happiness 

when there is so much cruelty and hard-

ship? 

Have you ever watched a tree in a 

storm? A tree does not blame the wind 

as it is battered about. 

It bends and sways, supported by 

strong roots. 

Become grateful like the tree. 

“The next person was Entitlement, 

who flew his high-tech helicopter over 

the mountain 

and rappelled down to the mouth of the 

cave, 

What is the key to happiness 

when in life we often don’t get what we 

deserve? 

Did you ever hear a muskrat wish he 

were a mink? 

Animals do not waste time 

on what could have or should have 

been. 

Learn to be thankful like the muskrat. 
 

“To help make his way through the 

snowy pass, 

Betrayal hired a guide 

who abandoned him in the night. 

What is the key to happiness 

in a world where no one can be trusted? 

Does a bird stop whistling 

because a cat moves in next door? 

No, she sings the tune without words 

and never stops at all. 

Be like the bird and let blessings perch 

in your soul. 
 

“Resentment was the last to come. 

Blind since birth, 

his journey seemed to take a lifetime. 

What is the key to happiness 

in a world filled with hatred and rage? 

Oh my child, I see myself in you. 

For I, too, have held bitterness in my 

heart. 

In my youth, I left the world of misery 

and disappointment and disloyalty. 

But the world found me 

and continued to come calling. 

After many years of prayer and intro-

spection, 

I made the decision to transform my 

deepest wounds 

into my greatest strengths 

and to share my experience with others. 

You, too, can rewrite your story.” 
 

Vulnerability kissed Gratitude on the 

head. “Oh my child,” she said. 

“You have so much to teach me.” 

And she turned to make her way 

through the darkness back toward the 

light.  
(http://themebasedministry.org/Files/Journals/)
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Theme for Discussion:  

Gratitude 
 

Preparation prior to Gathering: (Read this 

issue of Explorations and Living the Questions 

in the next column.) 
 

Business: Deal with any housekeeping 

items (e.g., scheduling the next gathering). 
 

Opening Words: “The world has enough 

beautiful mountains and meadows, spectac-

ular skies and serene lakes. It has enough 

lush forests, flowered fields and sandy 

beaches. It has plenty of stars and the prom-

ise of a new sunrise and sunset every day. 

What the world needs more of is people to 

appreciate and enjoy it.”    

Michael Josephson 
 

Chalice Lighting  (James Vila Blake) 

(In unison) Love is the spirit of this church, and 

service is its law. This is our covenant: to dwell 

together in peace, to seek the truth in love, to 

serve human need, and to help one another. 
 

Check-In: How is it with your spirit? What 

do you need to leave behind in order to be 

fully present here and now? (2-3 sentences) 
 

Claim Time for Deeper Listening: This 

comes at the end of the gathering where you 

can be listened to uninterrupted for more 

time if needed. You are encouraged to claim 

time ranging between 3-5 minutes, and to 

honor the limit of the time that you claim. 
 

Read the Wisdom Story: Take turns reading 

aloud parts of the wisdom story on page 1.  
 

Readings from the Common Bowl: Group 

Members read selections from Readings 

from the Common Bowl (page 3). Leave a 

few moments of silence after each to invite 

reflection on the meaning of the words.  
 

Sitting In Silence: Sit in silence together, 

allowing the Readings from the Common Bowl 

to resonate. Cultivate a sense of calm and 

attention to the readings and the discussion 

that follows (Living the Questions). 
 

Reading: “I do not believe that we can put 

into anyone ideas which are not in him [or 

her] already. As a rule there is in everyone 

all sorts of good ideas, ready like tinder. But 

much of this tinder catches fire, or catches it 

successfully, only when it meets some flame 

or spark from the outside, from some 

other person. Often, too, our own light goes 

out, and is rekindled by some experience we 

go through with [another]…. Thus we have 

each of us cause to think with deep grati-

tude of those who have lighted the flame 

within us. If we had before us those who 

have thus been a blessing to us, and could 

tell them how it came about, they would be 

amazed to learn what passed over from 

their life to ours.”   Albert Schweitzer  
 

Living the Questions 

Explore as many of theses questions as time 

allows. Fully explore one question before 

moving to the next. 

1. Do you regard life as a gift? Why or 

why not? How do you respond if you 

do consider life to be a gift? 

2. What in your life—people, events, plac-

es, objects, etc.—do you regard as gifts? 

What obligation, if any, do these evoke 

in you? 

3. What value do you place on the experi-

ence of gratitude? On the expression of 

gratitude? 

4. What meaning or value do you place on 

the gratitude extended to you by oth-

ers? 

5. What would a spiritual practice of grati-

tude look like? Is it a practice that calls 

to you? Why or why not? 

6. Where are the deep places of gratitude 

in your life? 

The facilitator or group members are invited 

to propose additional questions that they 

would like to explore. 
 

Deeper Listening: If time was claimed by 

individuals, the group listens without inter-

ruption to each person who claimed time.  
 

Checking-Out: One sentence about where 

you are now as a result of the time spent 

together exploring the theme. 
 

Extinguishing Chalice  

(Elizabeth Selle Jones) (In unison) We extin-

guish this flame but not the light of truth, the 

warmth of community, or the fire of commit-

ment. These we carry in our hearts until we are 

together again. 
 

Closing Words 

Rev. Philip R. Giles 

(In unison) May the quality of our lives be 

our benediction and a blessing to all we touch. 

Small Group Discussion Guide 
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an ancient Latin word that means teach-

ing or instruction, as in the discipline of 

mathematics or philosophy. The Latin 

root of the word discipline means pupil, 

which is also the root of the word disciple. 

When Jesus called the twelve who became 

his disciples, he said to each in turn, 

“Come, follow me.” As they followed 

Jesus, they became pupils of a new way of 

understanding themselves and their lives. 

They found a new path to walk. In a simi-

lar way, I believe we as Unitarian Univer-

salists are called to be disciples of grati-

tude, to learn gratitude as a daily practice. 

I call this path the discipline of gratitude. 

     …The discipline of gratitude is about 

knowing how much we have been given 

and acknowledging the scope of our de-

pendence. It’s about saying “thank you” 

to the people we love, to the world we 

enjoy, to the universe we inhabit, and to 

the God who holds us all in a divine em-

brace. (Excerpt, full text http://

www.uuworld.org/ideas/articles/11144.shtml) 

(Continued from page 4) The Heart of Faith 
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