
 
 

Diocesan Lay Reader Carol Knox’s Sermon from Thanksgiving Sunday October 7, 2018 
Preached at Lakeview Presbyterian Church  ~  “An Attitude of Radical Gratitude” 

 
Scripture Readings: Job 1: 1 — 2: 10; Psalm 26; Hebrews 1:1-4, 2:5-12; Mark 10: 2-8, 13-16 
 

“May the Lord be in all our hearts and upon my lips, that every word be 
wholly for the honour and glory of your name.”  Amen 

 
When I realized that I would be coming to you on Thanksgiving weekend I did a little research on 
Canadian Thanksgiving.  I was surprised to learn that Thanksgiving Day has been celebrated in 
Canada since 1879, although it wasn’t until 1957 that the date was fixed for our contemporary 
celebration.  The Governor General of the time issued the following proclamation.  “A Day of 
General Thanksgiving to Almighty God for the bountiful harvest with which Canada has been 
blessed is to be observed on the second Monday in October.” 
 
It is wonderful to picture the Governor General leading the whole nation in acknowledging God as 
the source for all that we have and to collectively give thanks to God for our bountiful harvests.  
 
Today and tomorrow as family and friends gather around a table to enjoy the traditional feast, 
many hosts for whom prayer is not a daily habit, will say a prayer of thanksgiving as is their yearly 
custom on this holiday.  There is a desire deep within most people to feel connected to and 
provided for by something greater than themselves and thanksgiving dinner provides an 
opportunity to acknowledge this outside of a traditional religious context once a year.  As St. 
Augustine says “the heart is restless until it finds its rest in thee.”  
 
At other tables where God is remembered before each meal with a set grace, the host often asks 
the thanksgiving feasters to say something for which they are particularly thankful this year.  
People give thanks for family, friends, pets, and something special that has happened to them 
since last thanksgiving. 
   
This year I invite you to try something different.  Instead of giving thanks for specific things, I 
challenge you to work this coming year on developing an “attitude of ‘radical gratitude.’ ”  
Gratitude is a spirit that can shape us and fold us into faith.  It is a project, something we need 
time to develop through practice.  It takes practice to sustain gratitude as an all-encompassing 
attitude to life. 
  
The first century writer Philo of Alexandria said “the grateful soul of the wise man is the true 
altar of God,” and in 1 Thessalonians 5:18 Paul says “Give thanks in all circumstances, for this is 
God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.”  Of course, this verse doesn’t mean that everything that 
happens to us is God’s will.  It’s not God’s will that people lose their jobs or get a diagnosis of 
cancer, or that our children make poor choices.  What this verse does say is that it is God’s will for 
us to be thankful people in all circumstances, even in hard times  —  especially in hard times.  In 
the first reading for today we have the example of Job who did not curse God when he was struck 
with ulcers.  The text says that in all his misfortune Job did not utter a single sinful word.  He was 
able to maintain an attitude of gratitude in his heart in the midst of all his troubles. 
 
Living daily life with an attitude of gratitude to God in the midst of all that surrounds us, both 
good and bad, brings us closer to God as well as to the people around us.  It is a way to counteract 
the culture of consumerism and ‘keeping up with the Jonses’ that has led many people into credit 
card debt.  Mary Jo Leddy, a RC social activist who works in Toronto with refugees, sees radical 
gratitude not only as an alternative to a driven, consumed and consuming existence, but also as a 



liberation from chronic dissatisfaction and feelings of powerlessness in the world.  For her “radical 
gratitude” begins when we stop taking life for granted and become astonished at the miracle of 
God’s creation around us and of our own creation (p. 7). 
 
I’d like to share 3 stories that illustrate what I mean by living with an attitude of gratitude.  I read 
that when Robinson Crusoe was wrecked on his lonely island, he drew two columns and listed the 
good and bad of his situation.  He was cast away on a desolate island, but could give thanks that he 
was still alive.  He was separated from humanity, but could give thanks that he was not starving.  
He had no clothes, but could give thanks that he was in a warm climate and didn’t need them.  He 
had no means of defense, but he could give thanks that he saw no wild beasts that threatened him.  
He had no one to talk to, but he could give thanks that the destroyed ship was near the shore and 
he could get out of it all the things necessary for his basic needs.  He concluded, therefore, that no 
condition in the world was so miserable that one could not find something to be grateful for. 
 
Second story . . .  When the late John Claypool lost his ten-year-old daughter to leukemia, 
gratitude was the only way he survived.  He tells about that experience in his profound book, 
Tracks of a Fellow Struggler.  After his daughter’s death, John walked down three different 
paths.  The first path was to say, “Well, it was just God’s will.  I have to accept it.” But that was 
not helpful.  He could not believe that God willed ten-year-old girls to die of leukemia.  A second 
path was to try to find an intellectual answer as to why this happened.  He tried to make sense of 
it.  But that didn’t work either.  His daughter’s death didn’t make any sense.  Finally, John walked 
the path of gratitude.  He realized that life is a gift.  That we have any life at all is pure gift and 
pure grace.  Therefore, John chose to be thankful for the ten good years they had together rather 
than being consumed with resentment for the years he did not have with her.  This path of 
gratitude wasn’t easy, but it was the only path which offered any help to him. 
 
Third story . . .  One that Mary Jo Leddy tells in her book Radical Gratitude.  After a long wait 
and a number of miscarriages a baby boy was born to her friends.  At his baptism he was named 
Christopher, ‘Christ bearer.’  Sadly though, he had a congenital heart defect and his lungs were 
not able to grow with the rest of his body.  He was weak and could not see or hear very well.  
The doctors said that he would live only a few months.  These are her words:  “My first 
reaction was one of profound sorrow for my friends.  Yet, it was they who drew me beyond 
this sorrow and into a sense of gratitude.  Day after day, as they held his hand through the 
opening in the incubator, as they sang to him through the plastic walls surrounding his life, I 
could see that their hearts were more filled with love than with sorrow.  While I had been 
focusing on his impending death, they were dwelling in a sense of gratitude for his life, for 
the miracle of his beginning.  While I was angry at what was being taken away, they were 
remembering what had been given.  For them, Christopher was more of an amazing grace than 
a possession they had a right to hold onto.”   This story illustrates so well the concept of living 
in an attitude of gratitude. 
 
How do we begin the project of living daily with an attitude of radical gratitude?  The best way I 
have discovered is to use an ancient form of Jewish prayer that Jesus himself probably used.  The 
Jewish custom is to say short prayers of thanksgiving or gratitude to God for all aspects of life as 
the day unfolds.  These prayers are called “brahas” or ‘blessings.’  It is God who is blessed and 
acknowledged as the source of the good that has happened. 
   
The bible often speaks of people blessing the Lord, such as when King David said in Psalm 103: 1 
“Bless the Lord O my soul, and all that is within me praise his holy name.”  To bless God is to 
offer praise and thanksgiving, to acknowledge God as the source of all blessing.  The traditional 
form is “Blessed are you O Lord our God, King of the Universe,”  in Hebrew, “Baruch ata 
Adoni, Elohenu, Melek ha-olam,” and then the specific thing for which one is blessing God in 
gratitude is mentioned.  My best friend is a rabbi in Toronto and many times she has said a blessing 



when we have encountered something beautiful on one or our walks, such as an exquisite flower, 
or for a warm fall evening as we sat on the porch.  When her son David climbed his first step she 
prayed a blessing for that in a bit updated language.  “Blessed are you Holy One, our God who has 
brought us to this time.” 
 
The blessings Jews pray for the wine and the bread at the Sabbath meals are another example of 
this prayer.  That is the prayer Jesus used at the last supper he had with his disciples.  Jesus would 
have said “Blessed are you Lord our God, King of the Universe who brings forth bread from the 
earth.”  Our Eucharistic prayer when the bread and wine are consecrated is an elongation of that 
original Jewish brahah.  ‘Eucharist’ itself is a Greek word that means “thanksgiving.” 
 
How could this work right here and now?  . . .  Look around and what do you see?  “Blessed are you 
Holy One, our God for the gift of trees from which we have pews to sit on.”  “Blessed are you 
Holy One, our God for bringing us together in community to worship you.”    Continue . . . 
 
Taking a minute many times a day to offer such tiny prayers of thanksgiving will develop an 
attitude of radical gratitude.  Your life will be saturated in prayer and thankfulness. 
 
In Luke 17: 12-19 we have the story of Jesus healing 10 lepers, but scripture says only one came 
back and blessed the Lord in a loud voice.  The blessing Jews pray when they recover from a great 
illness or disaster is “Blessed is He who does good to the undeserving and has rendered every 
kindness to me,” so this is probably what the one leper prayed in gratitude.  Jesus was not asking 
to be thanked himself.  Rather, he was asking why the other 9 hadn’t returned to pray the 
traditional brahah, thanking God for the great thing he had just done for them. 
 
In Ephesians 5: 20 Paul says “Always be giving thanks to God the Father for everything,” and 
in 1 Thessalonians 5: 17-18 “Pray continually, give thanks in all circumstances.”  Paul is 
saying “in all circumstances” not “for all circumstances.”   I don’t think Paul meant for us to 
give thanks for bad things or evils in the world.  Rather, we are to continue to give thanks for 
what is good in the midst of bad things happening.  One of the basic questions spiritual directors 
ask is “Where is God for you in the midst of this?”  Such a question helps us keep focused on 
God’s love for us in trying times. 
 
Sometimes, blessings are hidden within moments of our past that sure didn’t seem like blessings at 
the time.  When we were living through those times, we never expected to give thanks for them 
one day.  But what we forget is that God doesn’t see our lives in the limited linear fashion that we 
do. God, I think, sees our lives as a whole  ~  not as a series of events.  We view our lives as though 
flipping through the pages of a magazine, one to the next.  God sees our lives as collages, in which 
all the pages are pasted together. 
 
This thanksgiving, I invite you to give thanks for something in your past that didn’t seem like a 
cause for gratitude at the time.  Reflect on how this event fits into the story of your life.  What 
did you learn from it?  How did God support you as you went through it?  What do you know now 
that God knew then? 
 
When we take the long view of events in our past, we find the ability to thank God for difficult 
and challenging times that have led our lives in directions we never imagined.  This sort of 
gratitude accomplishes more than simple thanks to God.  By acknowledging that we have no idea 
how our lives are going to turn out, we practice humility in the face of the expansive unknown 
that we call “the future.” 
 
Tomorrow on Thanksgiving Day try beginning your day with a blessing in your own words when 
you open your eyes, when you get up, and then continue with these tiny prayers of blessing as 



you move throughout your day.  As you practice you will develop the attitude of radical 
gratitude.  You will discover that you are always living your life with a glass half full rather 
than half empty.  And as you offer your thanksgivings to God know that God is always giving 
thanks for you. 
 
Amen. 
 
Carol Knox 

 


