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The Art of Giving Thanks
Do we really stop to GIVE THANKS on Thanksgiving Day? Do we make it
meaningful for us beyond stuffing ourselves and watching
parades and football? Perhaps th is reflection will help us
prepare to make Thanksgiving Day have a deeper meaning for
us and our children. . .
I don't th ink there are any two words with more magic and
power th an to say "th ank you." A "th ank you" to God or to
people who goes out of their way for us keeps the door open
and the rela tionship well-oiled. We can even learn to say
"t h ank you" for the diff icult lessons tha t life sometimes ekes
out of us, though we may do so unwillingly and under protest.
Unfortunately, the words "th ank you" do not pass our lips often enough, even
though we Catholics pride ourselves on being a Eucharistic people. We are a
people who have been taught by the Lord himself the art of saying "th ank you"
Sunday after Sunday, day after day.
Unfortunately, we in America take so many th ings for granted. And so, instead
of appreciating the many ways we are gifted, we assume we have a right to our
gifts, and, then, we abuse them. We have so many materia l gifts and comforts in
America th at we loose sight of the fact th at they are, in reality gifts -- gifts of the
earth, gifts of God, gifts of other's sweat and labor.
Here is a partia l list of such gifts:
The air we breathe,
The ground we walk on,
A roof over our heads (sometimes a pretty nice roof),
Electricity to light, cool and warm our home,

Super highways to get us there quickly,
Super markets full of good foods,
Indoor plumping, and hot showers in the morning,
Opportunities for the education of our children,
For some of us, a decent hea lth care system,
TV, VCRs, and powerful stereo systems, cell phones,
A democratic system,
Freedom to travel,
Freedom of speech,
Freedom of assembly,
Freedom to worship as we choose.
We take many of these th ings for granted. And we forget th a t many people on
our planet do not share even these basic th ings tha t we could hardly live without.
They are gifts, after all. Gifts of God. Gifts of the earth th a t nourishes us and
sustains us. We often respond to our mother, the earth , by taking her for granted
and, even worse by abusing her. We sometime also take God for granted by treating
God as a great Automatic Teller in the sky instead of One who loves us with an
everlasting love.
Have you ever read the ch ildren's story The Giving Tree? In this wonderful,
yet sad, ta le, She l Silverstein tells of a boy who liked to play in th is favorite tree
and who enjoyed its luscious fruit. When he was older, he carved the name of his
sweetheart in its bark. The tree went on giving so much th a t la ter the tree
surrendered its limbs to make lumber for the boy-turned-young-man's house. The
tree gave and gave until, the tree offered its stump to the boy-now-old-man to rest
h is weary self. In all th is, the boy had no gratitude for all th a t the tree lovingly
gave h im throughout its life.
Th is story is the story of many of us. We take and take and seldom appreciate
the gifts th at are given us. We often fa il to understand the power of giving thanks.

Then, too, there are deeper dimensions of our lives to be thankful for, but
which we also often take for granted:
Our hea lt h,
Life itself,
Our work,
The ones we care for,
The ones who care for us,
Our friends
Our faith ,
The many gifts God gives us every day,
Our spiritual life,
The Holy Eucharist.

We take and take and take. Instead, we should receive these gifts with hearts
full of gratitude and love. There is grave sin here in our lack of appreciation, our
lack of gratitude. That sin is presumption. We presume tha t as long as we have
found a source of good th ings tha t th a t source will always be ava ilable to us. As I
say, we take. Instead, we might better receive these gifts with loving
appreciation each time they are given.
Oftentimes, we do not appreciate the gifts we have until they are taken away
from us. People who have been victims of hurricanes and tornadoes and floods often
rea lize too late what they had been given. Sometimes, too, good hea lth is taken
away from us before we appreciate wha t a wonderful gift our health is. We abuse
our own bodies. We abuse our spirits. No wonder, then, tha t we take for granted
a ll the other wonderful gifts in our lives.
Jesus tells the story of ten lepers whom he cured. He sent them on their way,
and after they noticed th a t they were hea led, only one returned to give th anks to
Jesus and give pra ise to God for the wonderful gift he h ad received (Luke 17). Jesus
seems to understand how really ungrateful we can be.
We even take the Holy Eucharist for granted. As Catholics, we should know
how to give th anks. Many of us come to the communion table without giving the gift
we receive a second thought. Wh a t a terrible sin! If we receive Jesus in holy
communion but do not appreciate who it is who comes to us, how can we possibly
receive the wonderful gifts he is eager to give us?
The word "thank you" binds us to the source of our giftedness. A heartfelt

"t h ank you" lets the giver know we appreciate the gifts given and keeps the
channel open for us. This practica l benefit a lone should cause the words "th ank
you" to be on our lips often.
Thus, the words "th ank you" should be on our lips and in our hearts dozens of
times a day.
A. A. teaches its members a simple kind of prayer -- to say "please " in the
morning and "th ank you" at night. When we are looking for the energy to get
through a difficult day, we can say, "Please, God, may I have th is grace?" When
we receive what we ask for, it takes less tha t two seconds to notice what has
h appened and to say "th ank you, God."
W hen was the last time you said th ank you for the gift of a hot shower in the
morning? When was the last time you said th anks for the food on your table?
W hen was the last time you said th anks for the body's wonderful power to get over
a cold, or to be hea led of an ach ing shoulder?
Th is is the kind of life we should lead: to appreciate each day the hundreds of
ways we are gifted by God, by the earth, by family, friends and strangers too.
Yes, we should be a th ankful people. Yet, for some of us th is is diff icult
because saying "th ank you" acknowledges a dependence on another. We don't like
to be dependent, so we ungratefully take from God, from the earth, from others
instead of acknowledging our need, our appreciation for the gifts th at are given.
You see, being able to say "thank you" requires a bit of humility; our pride gets in
the way. Yet, humility is the first virtue to acquire in the spiritual life. Pride, on
the other hand, is the root cause of sin. If Adam and Eve had accepted the ir
dependence on God, they would not have gone their own way and tried, as so many
of us do, to live our lives independently of God.
I learned to say "th ank you" from my father. I heard h im utter these simple
words again and again throughout his life. In his la ter years, when I was caring for
h im, he would always say "th ank you" to me when I tucked him in at night. I
would always say "For what?" And he would say, "For everyth ing you did for me
today," wh ich usually wasn't th at much.
Tha t is the kind of person I wish to be -- a th ankful person, a person who
a lways acknowledges the sources of the gifts I need every day. I want to be a
person who appreciates each and every one of those gifts.
How about you? How often do you say th ank you to the family member who
cooks dinner for you? How often do you say th ank you to the supermarket attendant
who finds what you are looking for? How often do you th ink about those who labor
in the fie lds to bring you these good things? How often do you say th ank you to your
secretary at work? How often do you acknowledge the letters and phone calls of
friends who reach out to you to ensure th a t you are having a good day?
Be ing persons who say th anks -- either to another human person or to God -- is
an essentia l dimension of what should shape us as the people of God. After all, we
Catholics are a Eucharistic people, a people who should be known by the th anks
we give. The Eucharist teaches us to give th anks, not only on Sundays, but also
every day of the week. In saying thanks, we bind ourselves to God and we keep our
human relationships well-oiled. The author of the letter to the Colossians
admonishes us to "dedicate ourselves to th ankfulness" (Col 3:15).

First, we learn to receive -- then we learn to give. And so, life continues a cycle
of receiving and giving, giving and receiving. In th is, we have to learn to stop
taking from God without appreciating the gifts we receive. And we have to learn
to stop taking from those who love us without giving back.
Thanksgiving Day will soon be upon us once again. Will we spend it
stuffing ourselves like turkeys and watch ing football games? Or will we
take time to give th anks as our Pilgrim fathers and mothers did?
But the fourth Thursday of November should not be the only day of
th anksgiving for us. Every day should be a th anksgiving day.
I invite you now to make your own list of the persons and things for
which you are thankful. See if you can generate a list of about twenty
gifts of persons and th ings th at make your life easier or more complete. Then take a
few minutes to th ank God for all these gifts th at you h ave been given and ask God
for the grace to more and more appreciate these gifts of persons and things. Perhaps
you can put th is list somewhere where you can look at it from time to time -- maybe
every day?
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