MORE THAN GRATEFUL – FCCH – 11/23/2025 – Mark Acker

Our friend John Pavlovitz recently wrote:  “We are living in times in which gratitude might not come easy for us. It’s tempting to scan the horizon each morning and to let our gaze rest solely on the things that burden us; that is, on the sorrow-bringers and the treachery they manufacture, and on the terror we are daily surrounded by because of their seemingly boundless capacity to injure and attack. We can easily allow the perpetual, urgent storm they manufacture to obscure the light from view, to fool us into believing that night has permanently fallen on our best days.
But this would be a mistake. It would be playing right into their hands. For this reason, it is a life-sustaining, subversively hopeful act to take our eyes off those who traffic in fear and to let ourselves dwell on those who wield light in this bleak season, and those who still walk defiantly in love. 
Let’s stop,” John wrote, “and allow our minds to live inside gratitude for awhile: to find rest in the knowledge that good people still inhabit this place; that a massive swath of humanity still wakes up everyday looking to do no harm, seeking to be decent, striving to do their best to live a good life.
Let’s also give thanks for the good troublemakers who serve as a thorn in the side of the sorrow-bringers, and lets shout a grateful amen for those who raise a middle fingers to the “hateful parade” as it passes by, for these are the people who will not be bullied into giving up on LOVE FOR OUR NEIGHBOR as the greatest endeavor of this life.
In days when gratitude does not come easy,” John wrote, “we must make it an even greater priority to nurture it.”
Researcher Brene Brown wrote “I have learned that people who describe themselves as happy actively practice gratitude, and that their gratitude practice is often described as a spiritual practice, rather than a reaction to things going well. The word to notice, she says, is the word practice. Without exception, people who describe themselves as happy have a regular and disciplined gratitude practice, such as keeping a gratitude journal.
Another gratitude practice that I like is the five fingers practice. The idea of this practice is to use our hands as a reminder to think of five things for which we are grateful, and to do this five times a day, at the beginning and end of the day, and during breakfast, lunch and dinner. I’ve found that when something discouraging happens, using the five fingers of gratitude can stop sadness in its’ tracks, and helps me to stay grounded.  Let’s try it. If you feel comfortable, would you hold up one hand say to yourself five things for which you are grateful. Doesn’t that feel great?
A dear friend who is no longer with us would often say that “gratitude is the WD40 of life.”  Like WD40, that can of miracle stuff that fixes so many things, gratitude is, in many ways, a quick fix for what is weighing us down.  I also read of a professor in the medical school at Duke who wrote “if gratitude were a drug, it would be the most prescribed drug on the planet, because nothing else can improve our mental health, lower our blood pressure, help us to sleep better, and improve our relationships more than gratitude.”  Gratitude, he wrote, is a miracle drug.
The kind of gratitude I’m talking about, of course, is not a feel good, prosperity gospel kind of gratitude. It’s not gratitude that is oblivious to the awful things going on around us or oblivious to the health and emotional pain that we are experiencing. The kind of gratitude I’m talking about is a spiritual gratitude that is rooted in the belief that life is a gift and that the earth that we inhabit is a gift. It is rooted in knowing that we, and every creature, is a child of God. It is rooted in remembering that life is a mixture of gifts and challenges. The gratitude I’m talking about is rooted in the Biblical statement that says “In everything give thanks.” Not thanks FOR everything, but IN everything, give thanks.
I’ve been learning about this kind of gratitude from the story of Alex McPherson, who is a kicker on the Auburn University football team. Alex, who is 22 years old, was one of the most highly recruited kickers coming out of high school. But Alex has faced tremendous challenges in his college years. Last year, Alex was sick for months, lost 55 pounds, and was ultimately diagnosed with ulcerative colitis, which resulted in surgery to remove his large intestine, and required him to have a colostomy bag, which doctors placed on his left side so it would not interfere with his kicking leg. Alex got better, but this past August he faced another challenge when he lost 30 pounds and was diagnosed with Crohn’s disease.  Once more, he fought back into playing shape.
Yesterday, Alex Kicked three field goals to help lead Auburn to victory. And in October, Alex kicked a school-tying six field goals in the team’s 33-24 win over Arkansas. But, just seven days earlier, Auburn had lost to Missouri in double overtime—a defeat that included three missed field goals by Alex.
After that Missouri game, in which Alex continued his tradition of pointing his finger towards the heavens after kicking, even when he missed a field goal, he received some negative online messages from people who said he should only point to heaven when he made a field goal, not when he missed. Now, I’m not a big fan of thinking that God cares about what happens in a college football game, or cares about whether a kick is successful or not, but I’ve actually grown to appreciate Alex McPherson’s theology of pointing his finger towards the heavens after every kick.
In response to the online negativity, Alex wrote: “All I’m gonna say is that I praise God whenever I miss and whenever I make. I praise God in the highs as well as the lows, and that’s what I’m going to continue to do, because I know that just being on the field after all I’ve been through is a gift for which I’m thankful.”
In his book “Can You Drink the Cup,” Henri Nouwen writes about this kind of gratitude for all that life holds.  He writes: “Joys are hidden in sorrows! I know this from my own times of depression. I know it from living with people with mental handicaps. I know it from being with the poorest of the poor.  We need to remind each other that the cup of sorrow is also the cup of joy, that what causes us sadness can become the fertile ground for gladness.  When each of us can firmly hold our own cup, with its many sorrows and joys, and drink it to the bottom, then we can fully celebrate our lives, and the lives of others, as a gift from God.”
This kind of living with gratitude for all of life grounds us and calls us to the work of kindness and justice in the world. This kind of full life gratitude roots us in love, and it teaches us to fight for something, not just against something.  This kind of gratitude says: I am thankful for this world, so I want to help create conditions in which all creation can flourish. 
I experienced deep gratitude this past Thursday evening at the Transgender service of remembrance. I remember that Karla began the first transgender day of remembrance service in our community a number of years ago, and there were maybe twenty people at that first service. But this past Thursday, there were easily 75 or more persons who were there to support our trans siblings, including many from our church, and there were also representatives of five churches in our city having leadership roles in the service. In the midst of the sadness of remembering our trans siblings who have died this past year, I felt deep gratitude for the gift of showing up that so many people in our church and community offered, and for the way in which that number continues to grow. 
Then on Wednesday, a person came into the office with a tray full of cookies. She said “I haven’t been to church in a while, but I was here last Sunday, and I was inspired by the choir’s music.  I wanted to bring these cookies for them to have at their rehearsal today as a way of saying that I’m grateful for their ministry.”
And last Monday I received an email from a person who was in my youth choir thirty years ago.  She now directs a community choir in California with over 100 singers. She wrote: “I had to reach out to you because this holiday season the tenor/bass sections of my choir are singing “Betelehemu.” I can still hear the tenors and basses from our youth choir thirty years ago singing that song with Whitney doing the solo—with his long hair, and with him knowing full well that half the girls, and probably some of the boys, let’s be honest, had a huge crush on him. I’m so excited that I finally get to conduct this piece, Erin wrote, and I couldn’t pass up this opportunity to let you know how the choir impacted my life in a tremendous way. I am so grateful for all the wonderful memories and experiences you and the choir provided.”
I share these stories as a reminder of the power of not only being grateful, but also the power of expressing our gratitude in tangible ways. Showing up in support of others, offering cookies as a thank you, writing to let someone know of their impact on our lives, even someone we haven’t spoken to in thirty years, and yes, supporting this church financially in the coming year, are tangible ways of living lives of gratitude. Being grateful and expressing our gratitude is the WD40 of life, the miracle drug for our emotional health, and the way in which we thank God not for everything, but IN everything.  In this season, and in all the seasons of our lives, may we live as persons who are grateful, and may we live as persons who express our gratitude in tangible ways.  Amen.

