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For everyone who wanders and feels far from home.

For the ones who left when the noise got too loud, and the ones still

sitting in the back row wondering if they belong.

For the solo believer, the doubter, the tired, and the ones who feel

alone in a crowded church.

You are not lost. You are on your way home.
You are not the only one. This is for you.
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About Faith Over Factions

Faith Over Factions is a place for the spiritually homeless: people who still love Jesus but

faithoverfactions.com

can't find Him in the noise of institutional religion or partisan faith. Everything here is free.

No email address, no paywall, no algorithm deciding what you see.

You'll find reflections, portraits of Christians who resisted when it cost them something,
devotionals for unsteady days, and a private Faith Journal for the questions you're not ready
to say out loud. We don't take sides in the culture war. We take Jesus at His word and try to
follow Him with honesty, humility, and a lot of grace for the stumbling.

Pull up a chair. You're welcome here.

Copyright and Sharing

The Journey of Gratitude, Grace & Struggle. Copyright ©2026 By Faith Over Factions™ All
Rights Reserved.

This guide is free, and you're welcome to share it. Send the PDF to a friend, print copies for

your small group or your church, or pass along the link: faithoverfactions.com/gratitude-book.

Please share it whole and unchanged, with this page included, and please don't sell it.

Scripture quotations are taken from the Holy Bible, New Living Translation, copyright © 1996, 2004, 2015 by
Tyndale House Foundation. Used by permission of Tyndale House Publishers, Carol Stream, lllinois 60188. All
rights reserved.

Sources for the quotations and studies in this guide are listed in the Notes at the back.
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Scripture quotations are from the New Living Translation unless noted.

Part One — Honest Ground

1. For the One Who'’s Been Told to “Just Be Grateful”

Maybe you heard it at a funeral. Maybe in a sermon, or across a kitchen table, right after
you finally said out loud what was wrong.

At least you have your health. Count your blessings. Somebody always has it worse.
You should be grateful.

Most people who say these things mean well. They still land like a door closing. Under
the words sits another message: Your pain makes us uncomfortable. Please put it
away.

If that is your history with gratitude, this guide won't say the sentence again, only
louder. You've heard it enough.

The word that got bent

Few words in Christian speech have been used as bluntly as thankful. Handed to the
grieving, it becomes a correction. Handed to the poor, it becomes a reason to stop
asking. Handed to people wounded by a church, it becomes proof that the trouble was
their attitude.

That isn't gratitude. Call it what it is: management.

Paul’s line is the one people reach for at those moments: “Be thankful in all
circumstances, for this is God's will for you who belong to Christ Jesus”
(1 Thessalonians 5:18). Read it slowly. In all circumstances. Not for all circumstances.
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That's more than a technicality. Paul was writing to a young church that had welcomed
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the message “in spite of the severe suffering it brought you” (1 Thessalonians 1:6). He
wasn't telling them to thank God for the suffering. He was telling them thanks could
still be found inside it.

One instruction asks you to call the wound good. The other asks you to keep looking
for the Giver while you bleed.

What gratitude actually is

Take away the pressure and gratitude is simple. You notice that something good came
from somewhere, and you turn toward where it came from.

James names the source: “Whatever is good and perfect is a gift coming down to us
from God our Father, who created all the lights in the heavens. He never changes or

casts a shifting shadow” (James 1:17).

A gift isn't a wage. You don't earn it, and you don't owe a performance back. You
receive it. Gratitude is what receiving looks like once it becomes aware of itself.

The Swiss theologian Karl Barth wrote that grace evokes gratitude “like the voice an
echo.” Nobody can shame a canyon into answering. The echo comes because a voice
went out first. Gratitude works that way. Demand it and it goes quiet. Where grace is
heard, it comes back by itself.

So this guide won't push. It will try to help you hear the voice.

Not magic words

We teach children that please and thank you are the magic words. They keep a dinner
table civil and get the salt passed.

But thank you is not a spell. Saying it won't pay the rent, fix the marriage, or make the
pain stop. Anyone who promises that gratitude will transform your life in thirty days is
selling something.

What it can do is slower. It can turn your face, a few degrees at a time, back toward the
One who hasn't left. It can loosen the story that says you have nothing and no one. It
can make room. Over years, that room becomes a different kind of life. But it grows. It
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Who this is for

This is for the beleaguered. For people who still love Jesus but no longer fit where they
used to sit on Sunday. For people who left a church, or were pushed out of one, and
aren't sure where they belong now. For the tired.

If that's you, hear this first. Jesus didn't save his invitations for the composed. “Come to
me, all of you who are weary and carry heavy burdens, and | will give you rest. Take my
yoke upon you. Let me teach you, because | am humble and gentle at heart, and you
will find rest for your souls” (Matthew 11:28-29).

Isaiah described this same Servant long before: “He will not crush the weakest reed or
put out a flickering candle” (Isaiah 42:3). If your faith feels like a cracked reed, or a

candle at the end of the wick, that sentence is about you.

Gratitude doesn't begin by pretending to be strong. It begins by being found.

What lies ahead

The guide moves in four parts.

Honest Ground starts where you are. It makes room for lament before thanks, because
Scripture does. Then it goes to a table set on the darkest night of Jesus' life, where he

gave thanks anyway.

Thanks Under Pressure looks at gratitude in the wreckage, at what research can and
can't say about thankfulness and the mind, and at what enough means when you're
short.

Thanks That Moves Outward follows gratitude past the self: to an outsider who came
back, to complicated people, to generosity and justice, and to the small gifts most of
us walk past.

Practice gathers simple habits from across the whole Church. Catholic, Orthodox, and
Protestant believers have argued about plenty. None of them has argued that God
shouldn’t be thanked. The practices belong to all of them, and to you.

The Journey of Gratitude, Grace & Struggle Page 7 of 57


https://faithoverfactions.com
https://faithoverfactions.com

I:A I]TI |] N b faithoverfactions.com

Each chapter ends with a few questions. Answer them in a journal, out loud on a walk,
or not at all. They're offered, not assigned.

You're not being graded. You're being invited.

FOR REFLECTION
1. When has someone told you to “just be grateful”? What did you hear under the

words?

2. Paul wrote in all circumstances, not for them. What difference does that make to

you?

3. If gratitude is an echo and not a duty, what voice might it be answering in your life

right now?
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2. Lament First

The book of Psalms is the prayer book of Israel and of the Church. Open it almost
anywhere and sooner or later you will find someone complaining to God.

By most scholars’ counts, laments outnumber thanksgiving psalms. That alone should
settle something. The people who wrote Scripture’s praise songs did not get there by
skipping their grief. They got there by walking through it, out loud, in God's direction.

If someone taught you that faithful people don't complain, the Bible has a different
idea.

Six verses, in order

Psalm 13 takes about a minute to read. Read it in order, because the order is the lesson.

O LORD, how long will you forget me? Forever? How long will you look the other
way? How long must | struggle with anguish in my soul, with sorrow in my heart

every day? How long will my enemy have the upper hand?

Turn and answer me, O LORD my God! Restore the sparkle to my eyes, or | will die.
Don’t let my enemies gloat, saying, “We have defeated him!” Don't let them rejoice

at my downfall.

But I trust in your unfailing love. | will rejoice because you have rescued me. | will

sing to the LORD because he is good to me. (Psalm 13)

Four times the psalmist asks how long. He accuses God of forgetting him and of

looking away. He says, plainly, that he might die.
Only then does the turn come. But | trust.

The thanks is real, and it comes last. It arrives after the complaint has been fully spoken,
not in place of it. Nobody in the psalm tells him to cheer up. He gets to say the whole
thing, and the gratitude that follows is stronger because nothing was hidden to make
room for it.
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Not every lament turns.

Psalm 88 belongs to someone who has been sick since youth and close to death, and it
never brightens. Its last line reads, “You have taken away my companions and loved
ones. Darkness is my closest friend” (Psalm 88:18).

That is where it stops.

Generations of scribes copied this psalm, and generations of worshipers prayed it.
Nobody edited it into something more encouraging. It stayed in the book exactly as it

Was.

If you are carrying prayers that haven't resolved, take some comfort from that.
Scripture has room for a prayer that ends in the dark. And there is room in God’s
presence for you while you are still in it.

What Job’s friends got wrong

The book of Job is a long argument between a suffering man and the friends who came

to comfort him.

They started well. For seven days they sat on the ground with him and said nothing
(Job 2:13). Then they opened their mouths.

Their answers were orthodox and tidy. God is just, so suffering must be deserved.
Repent, and things will improve. Job refused every one of them. He took his case
straight to God: “God might kill me, but | have no other hope,” he said. “| am going to
argue my case with him” (Job 13:15).

When the book ends, God speaks. Then he turns to Eliphaz, the first of the friends to
talk: “I am angry with you and your two friends, for you have not spoken accurately
about me, as my servant Job has” (Job 42:7).

By God’s own verdict, the man who complained, accused, and demanded a hearing had
spoken about him more truthfully than the men who defended his reputation.

Job’s friends are Scripture’s most famous example of comfort that turns into

correction. God was not pleased with them.
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The Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann, in The Message of the Psalms, sorts
the psalms into three seasons. Psalms of orientation belong to the times when life
makes sense and God feels near. Psalms of disorientation come when the floor gives
way. Psalms of new orientation turn up when God is found again on the far side of the

loss.

The word that matters is new. Gratitude after lament doesn't go back to how things
were, or sound like the cheerful thanks of someone who has never been hurt. It is

quieter than that, and it knows more. It has seen the dark and found God in it anyway.

You can't rush this. Nobody skips the second season to reach the third. The way

through is through.

Habakkuk’s “yet”

Habakkuk opens his book with a complaint that could have been written this morning:
“How long, O LORD, must | call for help? But you do not listen! ‘Violence is everywhere!’

| cry, but you do not come to save” (Habakkuk 1:2).

He argues with God through the first two chapters and doesn't get the answer he
wants. Then, in the last chapter, comes one of the most stubborn declarations of joy in

Scripture:

Even though the fig trees have no blossoms, and there are no grapes on the vines;
even though the olive crop fails, and the fields lie empty and barren; even though
the flocks die in the fields, and the cattle barns are empty, yet | will rejoice in the
LORD! I will be joyful in the God of my salvation! (Habakkuk 3:17-18)

Nothing in that list has improved. The trees are still bare. The barns are still empty.

The yet is not a report that things got better. It is a decision about where to stand while
they haven't. And it was earned. Habakkuk reached that yet by arguing his way there.
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Many Christians know the hymn “Great Is Thy Faithfulness.” Fewer know where its
words come from. Thomas Chisholm drew them from Lamentations, a book of
mourning poems written over a destroyed city. The famous lines sit inside one of the
bleakest books in the Bible, and they are introduced like this:

The thought of my suffering and homelessness is bitter beyond words. | will never
forget this awful time, as | grieve over my loss. Yet | still dare to hope when |
remember this: The faithful love of the LORD never ends! His mercies never cease.
Great is his faithfulness; his mercies begin afresh each morning.

(Lamentations 3:19-23)

Suffering and homelessness. The writer had lost his city, his temple, and his place in
the world. The hope comes from inside that loss, not after it. He dares to hope, and the

verb tells you what it cost him.

If you feel spiritually homeless, this is your passage. God’s faithfulness is declared here

by someone with nowhere left to go.

Jesus wept
In the NLT, one of the shortest verses in the Bible is three words long: “Then Jesus
wept” (John 11:35).

He was on his way to the tomb of his friend Lazarus, with mourners crowding around
him, and he knew what he was about to do. In a few minutes Lazarus would walk out
alive.

He wept anyway.

Grief is not a failure of faith. If the Son of God could walk toward a grave, know the
ending, and still weep, then your tears don’'t mean you've stopped trusting. They mean
you loved, and something was lost.

Lament is a form of trust

Underneath all of this sits a quiet truth. Lament is a complaint addressed to someone
you still believe is listening.
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stopped expecting anything from God at all. Lament keeps the conversation open. It
keeps you facing God, even if you are facing him with clenched fists.

That is why lament comes first in this guide. Not because sorrow ranks above thanks,
but because honest sorrow is the ground thanks grows in. Gratitude planted in denial
has shallow roots. Gratitude that grows out of lament can last through a hard winter.

And when you have no words for any of it, Paul writes that “the Holy Spirit helps us in
our weakness. For example, we don't know what God wants us to pray for. But the Holy

Spirit prays for us with groanings that cannot be expressed in words” (Romans 8:26).

Even your groaning is being heard as prayer.

FOR REFLECTION

1. Write your own “How long?” Finish the sentence honestly, without softening it.

2. Psalm 88 ends in the dark, and God kept it in Scripture. What would it mean for
you that God keeps your unresolved prayers too?

3. Is there a small yet you can say today? If not, leave the line blank. The blank is
allowed.
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3. The Night He Was Betrayed

Paul tells the story of the Lord's Supper with a time stamp. He doesn’t say one evening
or at Passover. He names the night by what happened in it.

For | pass on to you what | received from the Lord himself. On the night when he
was betrayed, the Lord Jesus took some bread and gave thanks to God for it. Then
he broke it in pieces and said, “This is my body, which is given for you. Do this to
remember me.” (1 Corinthians 11:23-24)

On the night he was betrayed, he gave thanks.

Sit with the order of those words. Before the bread was broken, before the cup was
poured, before anything the Church would later build on this meal, there was thanks.

And it was given on the darkest night of Jesus’ life.

What he knew

Jesus was not unaware of what was coming. By the time he sat at that table, Judas had
already agreed to hand him over, and Jesus said so out loud. He knew Peter would deny
him before morning. He knew the rest would scatter. He knew about the garden, the
trial, the whip, the cross.

He took bread anyway, and thanked God for it.

Notice what he didn't do. He didn't thank God for the betrayal, and he didn't pretend
Judas was a friend. He named what was happening plainly: one of the men eating with
him would betray him.

And still, with that betrayal at the table, he thanked his Father for bread.

That is the shape of gratitude in this guide. Not thanks for the wound, but thanks
offered in the room where the wound is happening, for the gifts that are still there.

A word every tradition shares

The Greek word Paul uses for “gave thanks” is eucharisted. From it comes Eucharist,
one of the oldest names the Church has for this meal. It simply means thanksgiving.
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Christians have argued about this table for centuries: what happens in the bread and
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the cup, who may come, who may preside, how often it should be shared. Those
questions matter deeply to many believers, and this guide won't try to settle them.

But look underneath the arguments. Whether your tradition calls it the Mass, the Divine
Liturgy, the Lord’s Supper, or Communion, it was received from this night. Every one of
those names points back to a man at a table, giving thanks in the dark.

Whatever divides the family of Jesus, it isn't this. At the center of the meal they have

fought over sits a prayer of thanks.

Bread

It is worth noticing what Jesus thanked God for. Not victory. Not rescue. Not an

explanation.
Bread.

Plain bread on a plain table, the simplest food in the room. On the night the world was

turning against him, he gave thanks for what was in his hands.

That is a lesson for anyone in a long season of loss. You may not be able to give thanks
for where your life is going. You may not be able to give thanks for the outcome,
because you don't know it yet. But there may be bread in your hands tonight. Water. A
blanket. One person who answered the phone.

Gratitude that waits for the outcome may wait forever. Gratitude that begins with what
is in your hands can begin now.

Then they sang

Matthew adds a detail most readers pass over: “Then they sang a hymn and went out to
the Mount of Olives” (Matthew 26:30).

At Passover, Jewish families traditionally sang the Hallel, Psalms 113 through 118, and
many scholars think this was the hymn. If so, the last song Jesus sang with his friends
before Gethsemane closed with Psalm 118, which opens with these words: “Give thanks
to the LORD, for he is good! His faithful love endures forever” (Psalm 118:1).
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it” (Psalm 118:24).
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He sang that, and then walked out into the night where they would arrest him.

For the joy set before him

How does a person give thanks on a night like that? Hebrews offers one answer:
“Because of the joy awaiting him, he endured the cross, disregarding its shame”
(Hebrews 12:2).

Jesus’ thanks was not denial. In the garden that same night, Luke says, his sweat fell like
great drops of blood. He asked whether the cup could pass from him. He felt the full
weight of what was coming.

But he also saw past it. He trusted that his Father’s love did not end at the cross. His
gratitude rested on a future he couldn't yet see.

You may not see past your own night yet. That's all right. The one who saw past his can

hold you until you do.

What we were made for
The Orthodox priest and theologian Alexander Schmemann wrote a small book called
For the Life of the World. In it he argued that human beings were made, above all, to

bless God: to receive the world as a gift and offer it back to its Giver with thanks.

In his telling, sin is more than rule-breaking. It is forgetting the Giver, treating the world
as ours by right instead of as a gift. The Eucharist, the thanksgiving meal, restores that

original calling. It returns us to who we were made to be.

You don't have to share every part of Schmemann’s tradition to feel the force of the
idea. Gratitude sits close to the center of being human before God.

Walking away from Jerusalem

On the Sunday after the crucifixion, two of Jesus’ followers were walking away from
Jerusalem toward a village called Emmaus. They were heartbroken. “We had hoped he
was the Messiah who had come to rescue Israel,” they told a stranger who joined them
on the road (Luke 24:21).

The Journey of Gratitude, Grace & Struggle Page 16 of 57


https://faithoverfactions.com
https://faithoverfactions.com

We had hoped. If you have ever felt spiritually homeless, you know that tense.
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The stranger walked with them, explained the Scriptures, and stayed for supper. Then
this happened: “As they sat down to eat, he took the bread and blessed it. Then he
broke it and gave it to them. Suddenly, their eyes were opened, and they recognized
him” (Luke 24:30-31).

They knew him at the table, when he blessed the bread and broke it. At a Jewish meal,
that blessing was a prayer of thanks.

If you are walking away from a place where you once hoped, you're in good company.
Jesus has been known to walk that road too, and to turn up at ordinary tables, giving
thanks over ordinary bread.

Your table

Some readers are far from any church right now. Some can't bring themselves to sit at
the Lord’s Table in a building where they were hurt. If that is you, this chapter is not a
scolding. Traditions differ on what the sacrament is and where it belongs, and those

convictions deserve respect.

But every tradition reads that Jesus gave thanks over bread. You can do the same at
your own table tonight, whatever is on it. Name the gift. Name the Giver. Remember

the night he was betrayed, and that he gave thanks anyway.

That is no small thing. It is the prayer at the heart of the meal Christians have shared
since the beginning.

FOR REFLECTION
1. Jesus gave thanks for bread on the darkest night of his life. What ordinary gift is in
your hands today?

2. Where have you known betrayal? What would it mean to give thanks in its
presence without calling it good?

3. Like the travelers to Emmaus, are you walking away from somewhere you once
hoped? Where might Jesus meet you on that road?
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Part Two — Thanks Under Pressure

4. Thanks in the Wreckage

The Church has a long memory of people who gave thanks in places where thanks

made no sense. This chapter introduces a few of them.

They aren't here as models to measure yourself against. They're here as company.
When you are standing in the wreckage, it helps to know who else has stood there and
what they found.

Job, both halves

Most people remember one sentence from Job. Word came that his children were dead
and everything he owned was gone, and he said, “| came naked from my mother’s
womb, and | will be naked when | leave. The LORD gave me what | had, and the LORD
has taken it away. Praise the name of the LORD!” (Job 1:21).

It is a staggering line. It is also in chapter one.

Across chapters 3 through 37, the same man curses the day he was born, argues with
his friends, and demands that God answer him. The Job of the first chapter and the Job
of the long middle are one person. Scripture doesn't choose between them.

That should free you. Your first faithful response to loss does not have to be your last

word. Praise and protest can live in the same heart, sometimes on the same day.

Midnight in Philippi
In Philippi, Paul and Silas were stripped, beaten with rods, and thrown into the inner cell
of a prison with their feet in stocks. Luke records what happened next: “Around

midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the other
prisoners were listening” (Acts 16:25).

The last phrase is easy to miss. The other prisoners were listening.
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Praise and thanks offered in the dark are rarely private. Someone is usually within
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earshot: a child, a coworker, a neighbor, a stranger in the next hospital bed. You may
never know who heard. But gratitude spoken from inside suffering tends to carry

farther than gratitude spoken from comfort.

A pastor in a city of funerals

Martin Rinkart was a Lutheran pastor in Eilenburg, a walled town in Saxony, during the
Thirty Years' War. Refugees crowded inside its walls, and then plague came. By most
accounts he was the only pastor left in town in 1637. He is said to have conducted
more than four thousand funerals during the plague, as many as fifty in a single day. His
wife's was among them.

Rinkart is remembered for a hymn that seems to have begun as a short prayer before
meals. The date is debated, though around 1636 is the usual guess. In Catherine
Winkworth's English translation, it begins:

Now thank we all our God / With heart and hands and voices, / Who wondrous
things hath done, / In whom His world rejoices.

It is still sung at weddings and harvest festivals. A man who buried his town wrote it.

The fleas

In 1944, Corrie ten Boom and her sister Betsie were sent to Ravensbruck, a Nazi
concentration camp for women. They had been arrested for hiding Jewish people in
their home in Haarlem. In The Hiding Place, Corrie describes the barracks they were
assigned to: overcrowded, filthy, and swarming with fleas.

Betsie remembered 1 Thessalonians 5:18 and began thanking God for everything in that

room. Including the fleas.
Corrie refused. She couldn’t thank God for fleas, and she said so.

Later the sisters learned why the guards so rarely came into the barracks. They wouldn't
enter because of the fleas. That was why the women could hold Bible readings there,
openly, night after night.
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The story is often told as a lesson about thanking God for everything. Told honestly, it is
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more than that. Corrie’s refusal is in the book too. And Betsie did not survive
Ravensbruck. The fleas protected a Bible study. They did not save her life.

Some believers, in some moments, are given the grace to thank God even for the hard
thing itself. That is a gift, not a test. If you are Corrie today and not Betsie, you are still
in the story. Corrie lived to tell it.

Words from a prison cell

Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a German pastor and theologian who resisted the Nazi regime.
He was arrested in April 1943 and held in Tegel prison in Berlin. In the writings collected
as Letters and Papers from Prison, he observed that in ordinary life we hardly notice
how much more we receive than we give, and that life becomes rich only through
gratitude.

He wrote from a cell. He would be executed in April 1945, weeks before the war in

Europe ended.

Bonhoeffer did not write as someone who had escaped suffering. He wrote from inside
it, finding that gratitude was something the prison could not take.

Glory to God for all things

John Chrysostom was one of the great preachers of the early Church. His name means
“golden-mouthed.” As archbishop of Constantinople, he preached against the luxury of
the imperial court and the comfort of the clergy.

It cost him. Church and imperial powers combined to depose him, and he was sent into
exile. In 407 he was forced onto a march toward the far edge of the empire. He died on
the road near Comana, on 14 September 407.

Tradition records his last words as “Glory be to God for all things.”

The powerful of his day pushed him out, and he died far from his church. By tradition,
he died giving thanks. If you have been pushed out yourself, Chrysostom belongs to
you. His prayer returns in the last chapter of this guide, as a practice.
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Fifteen centuries later, a long hymn of thanksgiving took his words for its title and
refrain: Glory to God for All Things. It is traditionally credited to Gregory Petrov, a
Russian priest said to have written it in a Soviet prison camp in 1940, though some

dispute the authorship. The prayer has outlasted both empires.

Not every fire is God’s

Scripture does speak of suffering as something God can use. “We can rejoice, too,
when we run into problems and trials, for we know that they help us develop
endurance. And endurance develops strength of character, and character strengthens

our confident hope of salvation. And this hope will not lead to disappointment”
(Romans 5:3-5).

That is true. It is also easy to misuse.

Not everything that burns you was lit by God. Abuse is not refining. Injustice is not a
lesson plan. Some of what happened to you was simply wrong, and God calls it wrong.

Giving thanks in the wreckage does not mean pretending the wreck was holy.

What Scripture promises is not that every fire is God's. It is that God is in every fire with
you. “When you go through deep waters, | will be with you. When you go through rivers
of difficulty, you will not drown. When you walk through the fire of oppression, you will

not be burned up; the flames will not consume you” (Isaiah 43:2).

The fire of oppression. God names it for what it is. And he walks into it anyway.

About bitterness

One warning in Hebrews often gets used against hurting people: “Watch out that no

poisonous root of bitterness grows up to trouble you, corrupting many”
(Hebrews 12:15).

Now read the whole verse. It begins: “Look after each other so that none of you fails to

receive the grace of God.”

The instruction is given to a community. The way to keep bitterness from taking root is
for people to look after each other. It is not a weapon for shaming the person who is

hurting. It is a charge to the people around them.
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Bitterness is often grief that had nowhere to go. Nobody let it be spoken, so it went
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underground. Lament gives the grief somewhere to go, and then thanks has room to
grow.

Pressed, not crushed

Paul summarized his own years of wreckage this way: “We are pressed on every side by
troubles, but we are not crushed. We are perplexed, but not driven to despair. We are
hunted down, but never abandoned by God. We get knocked down, but we are not
destroyed” (2 Corinthians 4:8-9).

Every line has two halves, and Paul never denies the first. He was pressed, perplexed,
hunted, and knocked down. Gratitude lives in the second half of each line. Not crushed.

Not abandoned.

That is enough to begin with.

FOR REFLECTION

1. Which of these witnesses feels closest to you right now: Job, Paul and Silas,
Rinkart, the ten Boom sisters, Bonhoeffer, or Chrysostom? Why that one?

2. Betsie could thank God for the fleas. Corrie could not. Where are you today, and

can you let that be enough?

3. Who might be listening to how you walk through your hard season?
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9. A Mind Being Renewed

Paul wrote, “Don't copy the behavior and customs of this world, but let God transform
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you into a new person by changing the way you think” (Romans 12:2).

Paul knew nothing about neurons. He did know that minds are shaped by what they
dwell on, and that this shaping can be handed over to God. Modern research has
something to add. Not proof, and not a miracle cure, but some honest evidence worth
knowing.

This chapter tells you what that evidence shows and where it stops. You have been
oversold before. You deserve the truth more than a better sales pitch.

What researchers have found

The best-known studies of gratitude are smaller and more modest than the headlines
about them. Here is what a few of them actually found.

Counting blessings. In a 2003 study, psychologists Robert Emmons and Michael
McCullough asked people to write down a few things they were grateful for, once a
week for ten weeks. Other groups wrote about hassles or ordinary events. The
gratitude group felt more optimistic about the coming week. They also reported fewer

physical complaints and spent more time exercising.

Habit over event. In 2005, Martin Seligman and colleagues tested several short
exercises. One was a “gratitude visit”: writing and delivering a letter of thanks to
someone you had never properly thanked. It gave the biggest boost in happiness of
anything they tried, and the boost lasted about a month. A humbler exercise, writing
down three good things each night for a week, was still showing benefits at six months.

The lesson is worth noticing. A single dramatic act of thanks lifted people for a while. A
small, repeated practice was still helping months later.

Letters never sent. A 2018 study followed 293 adults who were seeking counseling at a
university, many of them struggling with anxiety or depression. Everyone kept up their
usual counseling. One group also wrote a gratitude letter each week for three weeks,
and another wrote about their deepest thoughts and feelings. At follow-ups four and
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twelve weeks later, the letter writers reported better mental health than the group that
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had counseling alone. They were not required to send the letters, and only about one in
four did. The benefit did not seem to depend on sending them.

What happens in the brain

A few studies have looked at the brain itself.

In 2015, Glenn Fox and colleagues placed 23 volunteers in a brain scanner. The
volunteers read accounts from Holocaust survivors who had received help from
strangers, and rated how grateful they felt. Stronger feelings of gratitude went with
more activity in the medial prefrontal cortex and the anterior cingulate. Both regions
are involved in understanding other people and weighing moral and social decisions.

In 2016, Prathik Kini and colleagues studied people in therapy who had written
gratitude letters. About three months later, the letter writers showed greater activity in
the medial prefrontal cortex during a task in which they felt grateful.

These are early findings from small groups of people. They suggest that practicing
gratitude may shape how the brain responds over time. They don’t show that gratitude
rewires everything, floods you with dopamine, or reliably calms fear. Claims like those
go beyond what the research has shown.

What the research does not show

When researchers pool many gratitude studies, the effects on depression and anxiety
come out real but small. One large review, published in 2021, pooled 27 studies and
about 3,700 people. It found a small edge for gratitude exercises over comparison
groups.

That matters. Gratitude is a help. It is not a treatment.

If you are living under a darkness that will not lift, a gratitude list is not the answer, and
no one should tell you it is. Talk to someone. See a doctor or a counselor. Seeking care
is one of the ways God takes care of people, not a failure of faith.

You will often hear that science validates Scripture. That is the wrong way to put it.
Scripture doesn't need a laboratory’s permission to be true. But it isn't surprising that a
practice God commends turns out to be good for the creatures he made. Science does

The Journey of Gratitude, Grace & Struggle Page 24 of 57


https://faithoverfactions.com
https://faithoverfactions.com

not prove the Psalms. Sometimes it overhears them.
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Why we forget the good

Psychologists have a name for something most of us already know: negativity bias. Bad
experiences tend to grip us harder and stay with us longer than good ones. One painful
comment can drown out a handful of kind ones. One hard day can erase the memory of
a good week.

The psalmist seems to have known this too. “Let all that | am praise the LORD; may |
never forget the good things he does for me” (Psalm 103:2).

May | never forget. That prayer only makes sense if forgetting is the default. Without
some practice of remembering, the mind drifts toward what hurt. Gratitude is how we
row against that current.

Paul gives the practical instruction: “Fix your thoughts on what is true, and honorable,
and right, and pure, and lovely, and admirable. Think about things that are excellent and
worthy of praise” (Philippians 4:8).

This isn't denial. Paul wrote it from prison. It is a choice about where to rest the mind's
weight, made again and again.

A discipline, not a feeling

The Catholic priest and writer Henri Nouwen understood that gratitude often arrives
late. In a meditation shared by the Henri Nouwen Society, he wrote:

Cratitude as a discipline involves a conscious choice. | can choose to be grateful

even when my emotions and feelings are still steeped in hurt and resentment.

This is one of the most freeing ideas in this guide. You don't have to feel grateful in
order to practice gratitude. The feeling may follow, slowly, over months. Or it may not
come for a long time. The practice still counts. Grace speaks first. Practice is how we

learn to hear it and answer.

Nouwen was describing something possible, if not easy.
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Peace that stands guard
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Paul ties thanksgiving directly to peace: “Don't worry about anything; instead, pray
about everything. Tell God what you need, and thank him for all he has done. Then you
will experience God's peace, which exceeds anything we can understand. His peace will

guard your hearts and minds as you live in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:6-7).

Notice the verb. God's peace will guard your hearts and minds. A guard does not mean
the threat is gone. It means someone is standing watch while it remains.

And notice the pace of change Paul describes elsewhere. “The Lord—who is the Spirit
—makes us more and more like him as we are changed into his glorious image”
(2 Corinthians 3:18). More and more. Not all at once.

Renewal of the mind is real. It is also slow. Be patient with yours.

FOR REFLECTION

1. At the end of a day, what do you tend to remember first: what went wrong, or

what was given?

2. For one week, write down three good things each night. At the end of the week,
what did you notice?

3. Is there a part of what you are carrying that may need a doctor or counselor

alongside prayer? Who could you tell?
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6. Enough

Underneath much of our unrest sits one question: Is there enough?
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Enough money. Enough time. Enough love, attention, safety, future. The question can

run quietly in the background for years, shaping what we fear and what we chase.

For some readers it isn't a metaphor. It is the rent due on the first, the gas tank, the
grocery list, the doctor’s bill that came in the mail. Any honest word about contentment

has to start by admitting that.

Two kinds of scarcity

There are two very different kinds of not enough, and confusing them does real harm.

The first is manufactured. It is the restless sense that you are behind, sold to you by
advertising and fed by scrolling through other people’s highlight reels. You may have
food, shelter, and people who love you, and still feel poor. This kind of scarcity lives

mostly in the heart, and gratitude speaks directly to it.

The second is real: not having what a person needs to live. A paycheck that doesn't
cover the month. A family sleeping in a car. This kind of scarcity is not a bad attitude.

Telling someone in it to count their blessings is a way of not helping.
Scripture speaks to both. It speaks to them differently.

The oldest lie

The manufactured kind of scarcity is very old. In Eden, the serpent did not tempt Eve
with something she needed. He suggested that God was holding out on her, that
something better was being withheld (Genesis 3:1-5).

That suspicion still drives much of our restlessness. What | have is not enough, and
someone is keeping the rest from me.

Jesus addressed it head-on: “Beware! Guard against every kind of greed. Life is not
measured by how much you own” (Luke 12:15).
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Hebrews adds a reason to let go: “Don't love money; be satisfied with what you have.
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For God has said, ‘I will never fail you. | will never abandon you™ (Hebrews 13:5).
Satisfaction rests on presence, not possessions. You can stop grasping because you

are not alone.

A. W. Tozer put it simply in The Pursuit of God: “The man who has God for his treasure
has all things in One.”

Comparison

Much of the manufactured kind is comparison. We rarely feel poor in a vacuum. We feel
poor next to someone.

Paul offers a way out: “Pay careful attention to your own work, for then you will get the
satisfaction of a job well done, and you won't need to compare yourself to anyone else”
(Galatians 6:4).

Gratitude is one of the things that can break comparison’s spell. It is hard to resent your
neighbor’s fuller table while you are thanking God for your own bread. Thanks pulls your
attention back to what is actually yours, which is usually more than comparison lets you
see.

Contentment is learned

Paul's most famous words on contentment are often quoted on their own. Read them

together:

Not that | was ever in need, for | have learned how to be content with whatever |
have. | know how to live on almost nothing or with everything. | have learned the
secret of living in every situation, whether it is with a full stomach or empty, with
plenty or little. For | can do everything through Christ, who gives me strength.
(Philippians 4:11—13)

That last line appears on gym walls and sports jerseys as a promise of achievement. In
context, it is about something humbler. Paul can face hunger or plenty, little or much,

because Christ strengthens him in both. It is a promise about enduring, not winning.
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And notice the verb, used twice. Learned. Paul didn’t start out content. Years of
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shipwreck, prison, hunger, and abundance taught him. If contentment doesn't come
naturally to you, you are not behind. You are a student.

The Puritan pastor Jeremiah Burroughs, preaching during the turmoil of seventeenth-

century England, defined it this way in The Rare Jewel of Christian Contentment:

Christian contentment is that sweet, inward, quiet, gracious frame of spirit, which
freely submits to and delights in God’s wise and fatherly disposal in every
condition.

Note the word inward. Burroughs is describing the heart’s rest before God, not passive
acceptance of whatever other people do to you.

Enough is not silence

Here is where much teaching on contentment goes wrong. It takes a word meant for

the heart and uses it to quiet the poor.

Scripture doesn't do that. The prophets thundered against people who hoarded while
their neighbors went hungry. And the Bible's own prayer about money names poverty

as a danger, not a virtue:

Give me neither poverty nor riches! Give me just enough to satisfy my needs. For if
I grow rich, | may deny you and say, “Who is the LORD?” And if | am too poor, | may
steal and thus insult God'’s holy name. (Proverbs 30:8-9)

Just enough is the prayer. Not too little.

Jesus taught his followers to ask plainly: “Give us today the food we need”
(Matthew 6:11). Asking is not a lack of contentment. It is part of the prayer Jesus gave

us.

So you can be at peace before God about today’s bread and still ask for a fair wage.
You can be grateful for the roof over your head and still fight the eviction. You can rest
in God’s care and still knock on the door of the food bank without shame. Contentment
and advocacy are not enemies.
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God'’s economy of enough

When Israel wandered in the wilderness, God fed them with manna. The rule was
simple: gather what you need for today, and don't hoard. Exodus records the result:

But when they measured it out, everyone had just enough. Those who gathered a
lot had nothing left over, and those who gathered only a little had enough. Each
family had just what it needed. (Exodus 16:18)

Centuries later, Paul quoted that verse to the church in Corinth. He was asking them to
share with believers in Jerusalem who were in need. “I only mean that there should be
some equality,” he wrote. “Right now you have plenty and can help those who are in
need” (2 Corinthians 8:13-14).

In God’'s economy, enough is more than a feeling inside one person. It is a condition
God intends for a whole community. When some have too little, the answer Scripture
gives is not “be more grateful.” It is “share.”

The shepherd

The most loved line on this subject is also the shortest: “The LORD is my shepherd; |
have all that | need” (Psalm 23:1).

A sheep’s enough is not stored in a barn. It is found in staying near the shepherd, who
knows where the grass and water are. The same psalm walks through “the darkest
valley” (Psalm 23:4) without taking the promise back.

Enough, in the end, is less a quantity than a relationship. And in God's design, it is also a
community.

FOR REFLECTION
1. Which kind of scarcity are you facing right now: manufactured wanting, real need,

or some of both? Name each one honestly.
2. Where could you ask for help, from God and from people, without shame?

3. Where do you have more than enough? Who might that extra be meant for?
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Part Three — Thanks That Moves OQutward

1. The One Who Came Back

Luke tells a short story about ten sick men and one act of thanks. It may be the most
important gratitude story in the Gospels, and it is a story about an outsider.

As Jesus continued on toward Jerusalem, he reached the border between Galilee
and Samaria. As he entered a village there, ten men with leprosy stood at a
distance, crying out, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!”

He looked at them and said, “Go show yourselves to the priests.” And as they went,
they were cleansed of their leprosy.

One of them, when he saw that he was healed, came back to Jesus, shouting,
“Praise God!” He fell to the ground at Jesus’ feet, thanking him for what he had
done. This man was a Samaritan.

Jesus asked, “Didn’t | heal ten men? Where are the other nine? Has no one
returned to give glory to God except this foreigner?” And Jesus said to the man,
“Stand up and go. Your faith has healed you.” (Luke 17:11-19)

On the border
The story happens in a borderland, between Galilee and Samaria. Not fully one place or

the other.

That is where many readers of this guide live. Between churches. Between the tradition
that raised you and whatever comes next. Between the certainty you used to have and
the faith you are still finding. If you have ever felt that you don't belong fully anywhere,
notice where Jesus chose to walk.

He was on the border too.

Standing at a distance

The ten men “stood at a distance.” They had to. The law required people with serious
skin diseases to live “in isolation in their place outside the camp” (Leviticus 13:46). They
were cut off from the temple, from ordinary work, from their own families’ tables. They
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called out to Jesus from far away because they were not allowed to come close.
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Something else is easy to miss. At least one of them was a Samaritan, and Jews and
Samaritans did not mix. Suffering had erased that line. Outside the camp, nobody was
checking credentials. They were ten sick men who needed mercy.

The margins have a way of doing that. People pushed out of their own groups often
find each other.

The nine were not villains

It is easy to make the nine into the bad guys. They weren't.

Jesus told them to go show themselves to the priests, and they went. That was the
law’s process for a healed person to be declared clean and welcomed back into
community. They were obeying. They were on their way home after what may have
been years of exile. It isn't hard to understand why they hurried.

But one man did something the others didn’t. Before he went anywhere else, he turned
around. He came back to the one who had healed him.

The nine went to the institution. The one went to the person.

The foreigner

Luke saves the key detail for the end of the sentence: “This man was a Samaritan.”

Jesus uses an even sharper word. He calls the man “this foreigner.” The only one who
came back to give glory to God was the one with the least standing in Israel’s religious
world. Perhaps he simply had less to rush back to. The Jerusalem priests were not really
his priests.

Whatever the reason, the outsider is the one held up as the example. Luke records no
lecture on his theology and no detour to the right temple. Jesus received his thanks
and sent him on his way, whole.

If you have been told you are on the outside, whether of a denomination, a political
tribe, or a respectable church, this story is yours. The one who came back was the one
nobody expected.
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Turning back

This is what gratitude is, at its simplest. It is turning back.

The Samaritan saw that he was healed, and he didn't just enjoy it. He traced the gift
back to its Giver. He came loudly, “shouting, ‘Praise God!" He fell at Jesus’ feet. His
thanks was physical, public, and a little undignified.

All ten were cleansed. But only to this one did Jesus say, “Your faith has healed you.”
The word Luke uses can also mean saved or made well. Many readers have noticed the
difference. Ten bodies were healed. One man, by turning back, received something
more: a face-to-face word from Jesus himself.

His healing had already happened. Gratitude brought him close enough to receive what
came next.

Where are the other nine?
Jesus’ question is not an accusation so much as a lament. Didn't | heal ten men? Where

are the other nine?

He noticed who came back. He noticed who didn't. It sounds less like keeping score
than missing them.

That should tell you something about how Jesus regards your thanks. It is not a duty he
collects. It is a return he hopes for. Every time you turn back to name a gift, someone is
glad to see you.

FOR REFLECTION

1. Where do you live on a border right now: between churches, traditions, or
certainties? What does it mean to you that Jesus walked there too?

2. What gift or healing have you received but never turned back to name? Name it
NOw.

3. Jesus did not require the Samaritan to become an insider first. What requirement
have you assumed stands between you and him?

The Journey of Gratitude, Grace & Struggle Page 33 of 57


https://faithoverfactions.com
https://faithoverfactions.com

I:A I]TI |] N b faithoverfactions.com

8. Thanks for Gomplicated People

Thanking God for a sunrise is easy. Thanking God for people is harder.

People are where most of our wounds come from. For many readers of this guide, the
deepest ones came from people who used the name of Jesus while they did the
wounding. A pastor. A parent. A church that said family and meant conformity.

This chapter asks whether there is a way to be grateful in a world full of complicated

people without lying about what they did.

Paul’s thanks, and Paul’s fights

Paul opens most of his letters by thanking God for the people he is writing to. “Every
time | think of you, | give thanks to my God,” he tells the Philippians (Philippians 1:3).

But Paul’s relationships were not tidy. His churches argued, divided, and sometimes
turned on him. He had a falling out with Barnabas, one of his closest partners in
ministry, over a young man named John Mark. “Their disagreement was so sharp that
they separated” (Acts 15:39).

Years later, near the end of his life, Paul wrote from prison: “Bring Mark with you when

you come, for he will be helpful to me in my ministry” (2 Timothy 4:11).

The man he once refused to work with had become someone he asked for by name. It

took years. It didn't undo the split. But gratitude found its way back in.

Not every story ends that way, and some shouldn’t. Still, it helps to know that even the

apostles had fractures, and that thanks and conflict lived side by side in their lives.

Mixed ledgers

Most of the people who shaped us left mixed ledgers. They gave us something real, and
they took something real.

The church that taught you to love Scripture may also have taught you to fear your
own questions. The parent who worked hard to feed you may also have wounded you
with words. The mentor who opened doors may also have used you.
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Gratitude doesn't require you to tear out one side of the ledger. You can be thankful for
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what was given and clear-eyed about what was taken. Both can be true. Holding both is
not hypocrisy. It is honesty.

Sometimes the most mature prayer is simply this: Thank you, God, for what was good

in that. And see what was not.

What Joseph actually said

Joseph’s brothers sold him into slavery. Decades later, when they feared he would take
revenge, he said, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it all for good. He
brought me to this position so | could save the lives of many people” (Genesis 50:20).

The verse is often used to hurry people past their pain. Read it more carefully.

Joseph named the harm first. You intended to harm me. He did not say they meant
well, and he did not call what they did good. He said God brought good out of it, which
is a statement about God, not about his brothers.

He also said it after many years. After testing whether they had changed. After
weeping more than once. Joseph's faith in God’s hand was real, but it was not quick,
and it did not require him to call evil good.

Forgiveness, reconciliation, and trust

Scripture asks us to forgive. “Make allowance for each other’s faults, and forgive anyone
who offends you. Remember, the Lord forgave you, so you must forgive others”
(Colossians 3:13).

But forgiveness is not the same as reconciliation. And neither is the same as trust.

Forgiveness is releasing a debt into God's hands. Reconciliation takes two people, and
it requires the one who did harm to change. Trust is rebuilt slowly, if at all, by
trustworthy behavior over time.

Even Jesus kept limits. Early in his ministry, many people believed in him because of his
miracles. “But Jesus didn't trust them, because he knew all about people” (John 2:24).
He often slipped away from the crowds to pray. He did not hand himself over to
everyone who wanted something from him.
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Paul's instruction is honest about the limits: “Do all that you can to live in peace with
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everyone” (Romans 12:18). All that you can. Sometimes peace depends on more than
you.

Thanks from a distance

If someone is harming you now, gratitude does not require you to stay close to them.
Please put your safety first. Reach out to someone you trust, or to a local helpline.

Remember the ten men in the last chapter. They called out to Jesus from a distance,
and he heard them. Thanks spoken from a safe distance is still thanks. Prayer for
someone you cannot be near is still prayer.

Jesus told us, “Love your enemies! Pray for those who persecute you!” (Matthew 5:44).
He did not tell us to thank them, or to go back. Praying for someone can be done from

very far away.

The people who stayed

Now turn the question around. Who stayed?

Almost everyone who has come through a hard season can name someone. The friend
who answered the phone at two in the morning. The neighbor who brought soup
without asking questions. The coworker who covered a shift. The stranger who was
kind on a terrible day.

These people are often not the ones we expected. Sometimes they are not religious at
all. Sometimes they are the ones the church warned us about.

Dorothy Day knew this. She spent her life among the poor in the Catholic Worker
houses she helped found, a community she never pretended was easy. In the closing
lines of her autobiography, The Long Loneliness, she wrote, “We have all known the
long loneliness and we have learned that the only solution is love and that love comes

with community.”

That kind of community is never ideal. It is real, and real is better.
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Thanks for the real thing

Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote a small book about Christian community called Life
Together. He warned against loving our dream of what community should be more than
the actual people God has given us. The dream has to die, he said, so that real

fellowship can live.

He also wrote that gratitude for the little things is how we come to receive the big

ones.

The people around you are not your dream. They are flawed and ordinary and
sometimes hard to love. So are you. Thank God for the little things in them. The big

things may follow.

FOR REFLECTION
1. Name someone whose ledger in your life is mixed. What did they give you? What
did they take? Can you let both be true?

2. Who stayed with you in a hard season? Write them a note of thanks. Send it or

keep it.

3. Is there a boundary you need to keep so you can be grateful without being

harmed?
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9. Overflow

Gratitude that stays inside spoils.

When Israel gathered manna in the wilderness, some people didn't trust there would be
more tomorrow, so they kept extra overnight. “But by then it was full of maggots and
had a terrible smell” (Exodus 16:20).

The gift was good. Hoarded, it rotted. That is a picture of what happens to thankfulness
that never moves past the self. It turns sour. Gratitude is meant to flow through us, not
pool inside us.

What the LORD requires

The prophet Micah imagined a worshiper asking what kind of offering would finally

satisfy God. Burnt offerings? Thousands of rams? Rivers of olive oil?

The answer came back plain: “No, O people, the LORD has told you what is good, and
this is what he requires of you: to do what is right, to love mercy, and to walk humbly
with your God” (Micah 6:8).

Notice what Micah sets aside. Not worship itself, but worship cut off from how we
treat people. Thanks offered to God while ignoring the neighbor is incomplete thanks.
The prophets said so again and again.

Through Isaiah, God described the fast he wanted: “Free those who are wrongly
imprisoned; lighten the burden of those who work for you. Let the oppressed go free,
and remove the chains that bind people. Share your food with the hungry, and give
shelter to the homeless” (Isaiah 58:6-7).

In Scripture, gratitude toward God has a second direction. It flows up to the Giver and
out toward the people the Giver loves.
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A thanksgiving that remembered wandering
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Israel had a ritual for giving thanks at harvest. A farmer brought the first part of the
crop to the place of worship and said these words aloud before God:

My ancestor Jacob was a wandering Aramean who went to live as a foreigner in

Egypt... (Deuteronomy 26:5)

Israel's thanksgiving began by remembering a time with no land. Before they thanked
God for the land, they said out loud that their ancestor had once been a wanderer in a
foreign country.

Then came the celebration, with a specific guest list: “Afterward you may go and
celebrate because of all the good things the LORD your God has given to you and your
household. Remember to include the Levites and the foreigners living among you in the
celebration” (Deuteronomy 26:11).

And every third year, a special portion was set aside “to the Levites, foreigners,
orphans, and widows, so that they will have enough to eat in your towns”
(Deuteronomy 26:12).

The thanksgiving feast was designed to include the outsider. Gratitude remembered
wandering, and so it made room for those still wandering.

If you have known spiritual homelessness yourself, this may be your gift to the Church.
You remember what it is like outside. You know who is missing from the table.

Plenty left over

Paul writes to the Corinthians about abundance: “And God will generously provide all
you need. Then you will always have everything you need and plenty left over to share
with others” (2 Corinthians 9:8).

That verse is sometimes quoted as a promise of wealth. Read to the end. The point of
plenty left over is to share with others. Abundance in Scripture has a direction. It flows
outward.
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A few verses later he adds: “Yes, you will be enriched in every way so that you can
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always be generous. And when we take your gifts to those who need them, they will
thank God” (2 Corinthians 9:11).

This is the overflow. Someone receives a gift from God and thanks him. They share it,
and the person who receives it thanks God too. Gratitude multiplies as it moves.
Hoarded, it spoils. Shared, it becomes someone else’s reason to give thanks.

Pure religion

James, traditionally identified as the brother of Jesus, gave one of the shortest
definitions of true religion in the New Testament: “Pure and genuine religion in the sight
of God the Father means caring for orphans and widows in their distress and refusing
to let the world corrupt you” (James 1:27).

That is not the whole of Christian faith. But it is a test. Faith that never reaches the

vulnerable has not yet become what it is meant to be. Neither has gratitude.

The widow’s coins

Some readers are thinking: | don’t have plenty left over. | barely have enough.

Jesus noticed people like you. He watched a poor widow put two small coins into the

temple offering. “I tell you the truth,” he said, “this poor widow has given more than all

the others who are making contributions. For they gave a tiny part of their surplus, but
she, poor as she is, has given everything she had to live on” (Mark 12:43—-44).

Generosity is measured in love more than in amounts, and it isn't limited to money.
Time, attention, a meal, a ride, a listening ear. The poor have often been among the

most generous people in the Church.

And notice what Jesus said just before. He had warned against religious leaders who
“shamelessly cheat widows out of their property” (Mark 12:40). Many readers have
noticed the connection. Jesus saw the widow's gift and called it more than all the
others. He also condemned a system that took so much from her. Both belong to the
story.

Gratitude that overflows into generosity should also overflow into justice. Praising the
widow falls short unless we also stop the cheating.
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More blessed

Paul remembered a saying of Jesus that the Gospels do not record. He quoted it to the
elders from Ephesus: “It is more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35).

Most of us know it as a moral rule. It is also a description of how joy works. Gratitude
grows when it is given away. The thanks you speak to God becomes fuller when it turns
into bread on someone else’s table.

Think of this as an invitation to the beleaguered, with no burden attached. You may be
poorer, more tired, and more wounded than you were. But you still have something to
give. And the giving may be part of your own healing.

FOR REFLECTION

1. Israel's thanksgiving began, “My ancestor Jacob was a wandering Aramean.” How
might your own seasons of wandering help you welcome others?

2. What is one gift you have received that could become a gift for someone else this

month?

3. Where might God be asking you to do what is right, not only to feel thankful?

The Journey of Gratitude, Grace & Struggle Page 41 of 57


https://faithoverfactions.com
https://faithoverfactions.com

10. Ordinary Thanks

Most of life is not crisis. Most of it is Tuesday.

faithoverfactions.com

Dishes. Traffic. Laundry. The same commute, the same kitchen, the same tired face in
the mirror. For people worn down by a long season, ordinary days can feel like nothing
at all, just space between the hard things.

But ordinary days are where gratitude is mostly practiced, and they are full of gifts we

walk past.

A hazelnut in her hand

Julian of Norwich lived in England in the fourteenth century, in a time of plague and
upheaval. She spent much of her life enclosed in a small cell attached to a church,
praying. In 1373, at thirty, she fell gravely ill and received a series of visions, which she
wrote down.

In one of them, she was shown something small in the palm of her hand, about the size

of a hazelnut. She wondered what it could be. The answer came: It is all that is made.

She marveled that something so small and fragile could last at all. The answer came

again. In modern English: It lasts, and always will, because God loves it.

The whole created world, small enough to hold, kept in being by love. Every ordinary

thing in your day sits inside that hazelnut.

Jesus noticed small things

Jesus was a noticer. His teaching is full of birds, flowers, seeds, coins, yeast, and lamps.

“Look at the birds,” he said. “They don't plant or harvest or store food in barns, for your
heavenly Father feeds them. And aren’t you far more valuable to him than they are?”
(Matthew 6:26).

“Look at the lilies of the field and how they grow. They don’t work or make their
clothing, yet Solomon in all his glory was not dressed as beautifully as they are”
(Matthew 6:28-29).
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Look. That is the first instruction. Before gratitude can be spoken, something has to be
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seen. The practice of ordinary thanks begins with slowing down long enough to notice.

Thanks over too little

When five thousand hungry people gathered on a hillside, the disciples found five

loaves and two fish. It was nowhere near enough.

“Jesus took the five loaves and two fish, looked up toward heaven, and blessed them”
(Mark 6:41). John's telling says he “gave thanks to God” (John 6:11).

He gave thanks over too little. Then he broke it and kept giving.

You may be living on too little right now: too little energy, too little money, too little
faith. Jesus’ habit was to bless what was in front of him before it looked like enough.
Take that as a picture of how he meets small things, not as a promise that your loaves
will multiply on a hillside. He doesn't despise them.

Praise completes the joy

C. S. Lewis noticed that people naturally praise what they enjoy. We tell friends about a
good book, a beautiful view, a meal we loved. He came to believe that this is not an

extra. In Reflections on the Psalms, he wrote:

| think we delight to praise what we enjoy because the praise not merely expresses

but completes the enjoyment; it is its appointed consummation.

Thanks finishes the pleasure instead of taxing it. A cup of coffee received with a word
of thanks is a fuller cup of coffee.

Grace before everything
Most of us know grace before a meal. Nothing says it has to stop at the table.

Try it. Pick one ordinary thing you do every day. Before you do it, say a short word of
thanks. Before the first sip. Before you turn the key. Before you open the door to your
home.

The point is not to make life more religious. It is to make it more awake.
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In the kitchen

Brother Lawrence was a lay brother in a Carmelite monastery in seventeenth-century
Paris. He was not a scholar or a preacher. He worked in the kitchen, and later repaired
sandals. After his death, his conversations and letters were gathered into the small

classic known as The Practice of the Presence of God.

He said that the time of work was no different to him from the time of prayer. Even in
the noise and clatter of the kitchen, with several people calling for different things at

once, he could rest in God as quietly as if he were on his knees.

One line from the collection: “We ought not to be weary of doing little things for the
love of God, who regards not the greatness of the work, but the love with which it is

performed.”

The ordinary day is not wasted time between spiritual moments. For Brother Lawrence,
it was the spiritual moment.

Rest as thanks

Gratitude also has a day of the week.

When Moses repeated the command to keep the Sabbath, he gave a reason:
“Remember that you were once slaves in Egypt, but the LORD your God brought you
out with his strong hand and powerful arm. That is why the LORD your God has
commanded you to rest on the Sabbath day” (Deuteronomy 5:15).

Sabbath rest is a memorial of freedom. Slaves cannot stop working. Free people can. To
rest is to give thanks that you are no longer owned by your labor.

Jesus added that “the Sabbath was made to meet the needs of people, and not people
to meet the requirements of the Sabbath” (Mark 2:27). It is a gift, not a test.

The Jewish teacher Abraham Joshua Heschel called the Sabbath “a palace in time.” For
the exhausted, this may be the most needed form of gratitude in this guide. Rest is
received, not earned. Lying down when you are tired, trusting the world can run
without you for a while, is itself an act of thanks.
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This day

The writer of Ecclesiastes, who saw a great deal of life's emptiness, still gave this
advice: “So go ahead. Eat your food with joy, and drink your wine with a happy heart,
for God approves of this!” (Ecclesiastes 9:7).

And the psalm Jesus may have sung on the night he was betrayed says it plainly: “This
is the day the LORD has made. We will rejoice and be glad in it” (Psalm 118:24).

This day. Not the day you are waiting for. Not the day things get better. This ordinary
one, with its dishes and traffic and small gifts hiding in plain sight.

FOR REFLECTION
1. What small gift did you walk past today? Go back and name it.

2. Choose one ordinary thing you do every day. What short word of thanks could you
say before it this week?

3. What would one hour of real rest look like for you, received as a gift instead of

earned?
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Part Four — Practice

11. Practices From the Whole Church

The family of Jesus has been practicing gratitude for two thousand years. Different
branches of that family developed different habits. None of them owns gratitude. All of
them have something to teach.

The practices below come from Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant believers, and from
the Scriptures they all share. They are offered as a pantry, not a program. Don't try
them all. Choose one and try it for two weeks. If it doesn't fit, set it down and try

another.
Practice Rooted in Time Good for
The Daily Examen Catholic (Ignatius of Loyola) 10-15 min, Noticing God in an ordinary
evening day
Glory to God for Orthodox (by tradition, John Seconds, any Hard moments, breath
All Things Chrysostom) time prayer
Writing Your Own The Psalms 20 min, as Crief, anger, unresolved pain
Psalm needed
Grace at the Table  Every tradition 1min, at meals  Building a daily habit
Three Good Psalm 103; modern research 5 min, Countering the drift toward
Things bedtime the negative
The Letter Paul’s letters 30 min, once Complicated or faithful
people
A Sabbath Hour The Ten Commandments 1 hour, weekly Exhaustion
Passing It On Deuteronomy 26; Monthly Turning thanks outward
2 Corinthians 9
The Daily Examen

Ignatius of Loyola, who founded the Jesuits in the sixteenth century, taught a short
evening prayer for reviewing the day with God. In his Spiritual Exercises, the first point
of that prayer is to give thanks to God for the benefits received. Jesuit tradition holds
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that he valued it so highly that it was the one practice never to be skipped.
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A simple form:

1. Be still. Remember that you are in God's presence.
2. Give thanks. Look back over the day and name the gifts, however small.

3. Ask for light. Pray, in the words of Psalm 139, “Search me, O God, and know my
heart” (Psalm 139:23).

4. Review the day. Where did you notice God? Where did you turn away, or feel far
off?

5. Look toward tomorrow. Ask for what you will need.

On hard days, the second step may be very short. That is fine. One gift is enough to
begin.

Glory to God for All Things

Tradition records John Chrysostom's last words, spoken on the road to exile, as “Glory
be to God for all things.” Orthodox Christians still pray a short form of it.

Use it as a breath prayer. Breathe in on Glory to God. Breathe out on for all things. Say
it when you wake, when the news is bad, when the car won't start, when you sit beside
a hospital bed.

If for all things is more than you can say honestly today, say in all things instead.
Remember Paul’'s words in Chapter 1. God hears both.

Writing Your Own Psalm

Use Psalm 13 as a pattern. Write four short parts:

1. The complaint. How long? Say what is wrong without softening it.
2. The request. Ask God for what you need.
3. The trust. Write one sentence beginning But | trust ...

4. The thanks. Name one thing, however small.
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If you cannot reach the third or fourth part, stop where you are. Psalm 88 stops in the
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dark too. Come back to it another day. If you would like a place to keep these, the free
Faith Journal at faithoverfactions.com/faith-journal is one option.

Grace at the Table

Christians of nearly every tradition pray at meals. Martin Rinkart's hymn of thanksgiving
seems to have begun as a short prayer before meals.

Two familiar table prayers, one Catholic and one Protestant:

Bless us, O Lord, and these thy gifts, which we are about to receive from thy
bounty, through Christ our Lord. Amen.

Come, Lord Jesus, be our guest, and let these gifts to us be blessed. Amen.

Or simply name one thing on your plate and the One who gave it. Eating alone counts.
A sandwich in the car counts. Jesus gave thanks over bread on the darkest night of his
life. Your table is holy enough.

Three Good Things

This practice comes from the research in Chapter 5, and it echoes the prayer in
Psalm 103:2: “may | never forget the good things he does for me.”

Each night before sleep, write down three good things from the day. Next to each,
write a few words about where it came from. Keep it to five minutes. Do it for one
week, then decide whether to continue.

The aim is that the good doesn't get forgotten, even when the day was bad.

The Letter

Paul thanked God in his letters for the people he was writing to, and sometimes he
named them (Philemon 4; 2 Timothy 1:3).

Choose one person: someone who stayed with you, or someone whose ledger is mixed.
Write them a letter about what they gave you. Be specific.
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Then decide. You may send it. You may read it aloud to them. Or, especially if it would
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not be safe or wise, you may keep it. In the 2018 study from Chapter 5, most people
never sent their letters, and the writing seemed to help anyway.

A Sabbath Hour

If a full day of rest is out of reach, start with one hour each week. Turn off what can be
turned off. Do nothing that feels like work. Eat something you enjoy. Walk, nap, sit
outside, read for pleasure.

At the start, say: | was a slave, and now | am free. At the end, say: Thank you.

Passing It On

Once a month, take one gift you have received and pass it on. Pay for someone’s
coffee. Give an hour to a neighbor. Bring a meal to someone grieving. Give to the food
bank, or write to someone in power on behalf of someone without it.

Israel’'s thanksgiving remembered wandering and made room at the table for the
foreigner. Yours can too.

Thanks be to God

In many churches, when Scripture is read aloud, the congregation responds with four
words: Thanks be to God. In Latin, Deo gratias.

Augustine, writing to Aurelius, the bishop of Carthage, asked whether there was
anything better to carry in the heart, say with the mouth, or write with the pen than
those words.

It may be the simplest practice of all. Say it at the end of a hard conversation. Say it
when you get home safely. Say it when you can't think of anything else to pray.

FOR REFLECTION
1. Which one practice will you try for the next two weeks? Write it down, with a time
of day.

2. Which tradition’s practice felt unfamiliar to you? What might that branch of the
family have to teach you?

3. Two weeks from now, come back to this page. What changed, even slightly?

The Journey of Gratitude, Grace & Struggle Page 49 of 57


https://faithoverfactions.com
https://faithoverfactions.com

A Benediction

You may have come to these pages tired. You may still be tired. This guide was never
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meant to fix that in eleven chapters.

Gratitude is not a finish line. It is a direction to face. Some days you will face it easily.

Some days you will only manage a How long? Both are prayer. Both are heard.

In 1373, at thirty, Julian of Norwich lay gravely ill and was given the words she is best
remembered for:

All shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be well.

She received them while things were anything but well. That is where this guide began,
and it is where it ends: in the middle, with God.

Go in peace. And take this blessing with you, the one God gave Aaron to speak over a
wandering people:

May the LORD bless you and protect you. May the LORD smile on you and be
gracious to you. May the LORD show you his favor and give you his peace.
(Numbers 6:24-26)

May God's peace, “which exceeds anything we can understand,” guard your hearts and

minds in Christ Jesus (Philippians 4:7).

And on the good days and the hard ones, may you find the words tradition places on
the lips of a dying exile:

Glory be to God for all things.
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Check-In Questions and Prayer Prompts

Take these slowly. Write in the Faith Journal or on the lines below. What matters is

that each question gets an honest answer somewhere.

1 Where has someone told you to “just be grateful,” and what did you hear under the

words?
Write down who said it and what it did to you. Then write what you wish they had said

instead.

PRAYER PROMPT
“Lord, I'm tired of being told how to feel. Here is what | actually feel. Stay with

me while | say it.”

2 What is your own “How long?”
Finish the sentence without softening it. If no “"yet” comes, leave that line blank,
because the blank is allowed.

PRAYER PROMPT
“God, You kept Psalm 88 in the book, so I'll trust You to keep this one too. |

don’t have an ending for it yet.”
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3 Which are you today: Betsie, who could thank God for the fleas, or Corrie, who

couldn't?
Write down where you actually are, in plain words. Then let that be enough for today.

PRAYER PROMPT
“Father, | can’t thank You for this yet. | can thank You that You're still here. I'll

start with that.”

4 Who in your life has a mixed ledger, and what did they give you?
Write what they gave and what they took, side by side. Both can be true on the page,
and you don't have to settle the rest today.

PRAYER PROMPT
“God, You know this person better than | do, and You know what it cost me.

Help me thank You for the good without pretending the rest never happened.”
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9 Which one practice from Chapter 11 will you try for the next two weeks?
Write it down with a time of day, like after dinner or before you open your phone. Then
set a reminder to come back and see what changed, even slightly.

PRAYER PROMPT
“Lord, | start things and drop them by Thursday. Help me keep this one small
thing, one day at a time.”

A Blessing for the Road

May the God who sees the wanderer find you wherever you are tonight.

May Christ, who never needed you to have it all together, meet you in the
questions you’re still carrying.

May the Spirit steady your feet when the noise gets loud, and quiet your heart
when the world won't.

Go gently. Tell the truth. Love the ones in front of you.

And when you fall, and you will, may grace be the first thing you find when you
get back up.

You're Always Welcome Here

If this helped, don't carry it alone. Write your answers in the
Faith Journal, free and private. Share this with someone

who's wandering. And come find us at

faithoverfactions.com, on Substack, Facebook, Bluesky, Faith Journal  This piece online

and Instagram.

The porch light is always on.
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Take Something for the Road

You don't have to walk this alone, and you don't have to pay to keep going. Here are a
few companions for the journey. Three are free. No email address, no catch.

THE BELEAGUERED BELIEVER’S GUIDES

THE BELEAGUERED BELIEVER'S GUIDES

THE PATH OF THE

BELEAGUERED
BE&IEVER

df'

FIERYDAY FNDURANCE e CHRISTIAN
WALKING EVERY DAY COMMUNICATIONS

WITH JESUS

e

The Path of the Beleaguered Everyday Endurance The Art of Christian
Believer Walking every day with Jesus: a Communications Online
“You are not losing your faith, six-week workbook for A Bible study course on
you are finding it under the becoming a stronger disciple. speaking truth with grace when
noise.” For the one who keeps the internet won't.

getting up.

FREE DOWNLOAD

And a Quiet Place to Write It All Down

The Faith Journal is a private space for the questions in these pages,
the prayers you mean, and the faith that doesn't fit neatly anymore.

Write honestly. Share prayer requests only when you're ready. Free,
private by default, no comment threads, no algorithm.
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When You’re Ready to Go Deeper

If something in these pages stirred you, you don’t have to walk the rest of the way

alone.

ETE TR The Beleaguered Believer's Survival Guide to the End

Times, Book 1: Navigating the Storm is a field guide
for weary disciples trying to follow Jesus with a clear
head and a steady heart while the world gets loud and
cruel. It isn't a prophecy chart or a book of fear. It's
teaching, reflection, and practice to help you:

e See challenges through Kingdom eyes

e Discern truth in an age of deception

Endure hardship without losing heart

Love fiercely when love grows cold

Stand firm in Christ when the world convulses

A field guide for courage, clarity, and
unshakable hope in a convulsing world.

JOHN ATKINSON Available on Amazon
Kindle (free with Kindle Unlimited),
paperback, and hardcover.

Get it on Amazon - Learn more

. - /
FAGTIONS

Grace and peace for the road.
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