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Gratitude in Hard Times 
Reading & sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 
September 18, 2011 
 
The Path of Blessing by Rabbi Marcia Prager 

When we fail to cultivate a practice of appreciation as potent as our capacity to appropriate, we 
destroy … both ourselves and the whole.  When we use the world as if it belongs to us, we use 
it as we would a possession.  The practice of blessing helps us see that consuming without 
returning the gift of our conscious awareness makes us … like thieves. 

When we offer our blessings, we raise up sparks of holiness … When, on the other hand, we 
receive but fail to give, we become clogged, sick, and destructive.  When we fail to praise, it is 
we who suffer.  Without gratitude we become bored and depressed.  

Imagine if at every moment we each embraced the world as the gift it is: an apple is a gift; the 
color pink is a gift; the blue sky is a gift; the scent of honeysuckle is a gift.  Hidden in every 
experience is a gift, obligating us to heart-filled appreciation, to songs of gratitude.  We are 
called not merely to notice casually now and then that something is special and nice but to 
sustain and deepen a profound and sustained gratitude.   

 

 

In everything, give thanks. 

This sign sits in my office window.  Beyond it trees, sky, and a bit of urban landscape are on 
display.  Their beauty is enhanced by the encouragement to gratitude. 

Beneath the window is a great round table.  Many Souls have sat at that table doing the work of 
the congregation.  Others sit at the table to share personal stories of joy and sorrow.  Families 
share stories as they prepare for weddings or memorial services.  Indeed, the minister’s office is 
one that is drenched in story.  They hang in the air like the origami cranes that float above the 
table - and above our heads here in Unity Hall - each holding a multitude of stories on their 
wings. 

On this particular afternoon, the stories had been shared.  Plans made.  The family moved away 
from the table and started out the door.  But the father lingered.  He seemed to be gathering 
his thoughts or the energy to move onto the next task.  He was so exhausted.  They all were.  
Shock and loss had brought them to All Souls’ doorstep.  They were far from being healed … if 
grief can be healed.  Heartbroken, he stood looking toward the window.  He pointed to the 
sign.  “Will I feel that way after the memorial service?”  I followed his gaze until my own joined 
his.   

In everything, give thanks. 
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I offered deep assurance, “Absolutely.”  I don’t think he was convinced but it was the only 
possible answer.  Months later, when he and his wife returned to the table, he looked to the 
sign once again.  I wondered.  He wasn’t there yet.  “But closer”, he said.   

A little bit closer is sometimes reminder enough of gratitude’s profound power.  A reminder 
that that power is always available to us – no matter how far we have fallen.  How tough times 
may be.   

Blessing and gratitude.  In Jewish tradition, they are connected.  Rabbi Prager explains that 
“blessing offers us a personal consciousness-raising practice, a spiritual adventure bringing 
sensitivity and gratitude into the foreground of our lives.” 

Jews have a blessing for nearly everything.  A man who had been raised in the faith but had 
journeyed to Buddhism later in his life recalls his exasperation with what he deemed the 
obsessive compulsiveness of continuous blessing.  Later, after he’d settled into a mindfulness 
practice, it hit him:  the practice of blessing was in and of itself a mindfulness practice!  Allowing 
for an expansive mind … an open heart … a childlike wonder.   

One of Judaism’s fundamental teachings is that without gratitude we become “bored or 
depressed.”  Prager offers the Jewish understanding of the exchange between ourselves and 
God, both partners in a sacred cycle of giving and receiving.  As we engage in this practice we 
keep illness, a feeling of being “clogged”, at bay.   

Let’s get off the train for a moment.  The Rabbi uses the word “depression” fluently.  As in, 
“Without gratitude we become bored or depressed.”  Now, gratitude in hard times is one thing.  
Clinical depression is another.  The most beautiful poem ever written about gratitude was 
written by a poet so challenged with mental illness that no amount of gratitude, no poetic 
insight into her life’s blessings was going to pull her out of that mire.  Nevertheless, said she,  

There is joy in all 
in the hair I brush 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 godhead of the table  

that I set my silver, plate, cup upon  
each morning.  

 
All this is God,  

and I mean,  
though often forget,  



 

 
Sermon © Reverend Carolyn Patierno. All rights reserved. Reproduction by permission only. 

 

to give thanks,  
to faint down by the kitchen table  

in a prayer of rejoicing  
 

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.      Anne Sexton 

 
And still, her depression persisted.  So before we step back on the train, I acknowledge that 
while nourishing our religious and spiritual yearnings can certainly lighten depression’s affects, 
it is best that such nourishment be partnered with the insight of helpers who can offer a skilled 
hand through the mire.   

Okay.  All aboard! 

Gratitude in good times is hard enough to remember.  We all “mean, though often forget, to 
give thanks.”  We move through our lives at breakneck speed – using the world as though it 
belongs to us, using the world like thieves, rather than taking offering gratitude and blessing.  
Without taking pause.   

How would the quality of our lives be different if we embraced the apple as a gift?  The color 
pink?  The blue sky?  Perhaps even more difficult: the people in our lives – people we LOVE! - 
who at any given moment we may find so very annoying – how about we remember to 
embrace them as a gift? 

Because when we do, we ignite sparks of holiness.   

Imagine.  The New London Meal Center.  Hungry.  Tired.  But there is food.  And it’s hot.  And 
there are people who smile as they serve.  

Bless those who serve.  And bless those who eat. 

Imagine.  The DMV.  You are 17 years old and have waited for this day seemingly forever.  You 
are 17 years old and you have stood on this line seemingly forever.  Six pieces of information 
stand between you and your license ….. and one of them is sitting on your dresser where you 
placed it for safe keeping.  The nice man at the desk seems to feel your pain.  He gives you a 
new date not too far off.   

Bless the compassionate.  For they soothe teenaged stress.  Bless the teenagers for handling 
maturation’s many challenges with grace.  (Mostly).    

Imagine.  At the sink.  You turn the knob.  Out comes water.  Clean water.  Cold OR hot. 

Bless the water and all that it nourishes and washes clean.   
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At the Meal Center … the DMV … the sink … offer blessing.  Give thanks.  Return abundance to 
the universe that is itself abundant.  For there is a holiness in that giving back.   The day is 
suddenly lit up with sparks of holiness.  Of wholeness.  Purity.   No matter how difficult the day.  
No matter how hard the times, the world needs the blessing of our gratitude.   

“If the only prayer you say in your life is ‘Thank you,’ that would suffice.”  Said Meister Eckhart. 
(German Dominican Friar and scholar, 13th century) 

Let us conclude then in with this simple prayer.  Let the congregation say, “Thank you.” 

Amen.   

 

   

Chalice lighting: 

We embrace the world as the gift it is:  
an apple is a gift;  
the color pink is a gift;  
the blue sky is a gift;  
the scent of honeysuckle is a gift.   
Hidden in every experience is a gift,  
We will sing songs of gratitude.    Rabbi Marcia Prager (adapted) 
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