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[Singing] Oh, we give thanks for this precious day; For all gathered here, and those far 
away; For this time we share with love and care; Oh, we give thanks for this precious day1. 
 
Since moving from California about two years ago, some friends and I have hosted an 
open-table meal for Thanksgiving. Just last year we hosted our first-annual meal. 
Affectionately naming it “Friendsgiving,” we wanted to host a table where everyone was 
welcome. Where anyone who needed a table to be at had a place set for them at our table. 
 
This idea of holding a Friendsgiving wasn’t something I’d ever done before. Usually for 
Thanksgiving I’d find my own seat at my mom’s or dad’s tables, enjoying a nice slice of 
Tofurkey or chatting with family between heaping spoons of stuffing and mashed 
potatoes. Yet, being so far away from California for the first time last year, this 
Thanksgiving was going to be different… 
 
It’s a long flight back to San Francisco from Boston. For all of that travel, it wouldn’t make 
much sense to spend only a couple of days at home just to have to head back for work and 
classes right after. At first, I felt alone. I wondered what my plans would be being so far 
from home. I worried that I might end up completely on my own, that I wouldn’t have a 
table to be at. 
 
To my deep gratitude, I was the farthest thing from alone! As it turns out, I wasn’t the 
only one in the area who wasn’t able to travel home for Thanksgiving. Some friends from 
school and I put our heads together and spread the news about our open meal. 
 
To our surprise, when Thanksgiving Day rolled around, we found lots of people at our 
door! Ironically, we had too many people to fit around my house’s small, wooden table. 
Instead, we formed circles of chairs, sofas, and pillows. We balanced heaping plates on 
our knees of green bean casserole, cheesy potatoes, vegan meatballs with mashed 
potatoes. A little homemade hummus and various types of tofu here and there… It was a 
very Harvard Divinity School assortment of dishes! 
 
We laughed until our stomachs ached. We played card games. We sang songs together. 
Simply put, we enjoyed being together even if before this meal some of us had never met. 
 
This annual meal has since become one of my practices of gratitude. The theme of today’s 
service, “Holy Gratitude,” fits well when I think about this shared, sacred meal. Even 
beyond this meal, practices of Holy Gratitude are found across many of the world’s 
traditions. In Islam, one of the Five Pillars of faith is zakat2. In Arabic, zakat means “that 
which purifies”. In financial terms, it’s a required portion of your income that you must 
give to those in need. Broadly, zakat serves as a reminder. It’s holding gratitude for what 
one has, observing that at any moment, a person might find oneself in a place of need. 

 
1 Hymn #1010 from Singing the Journey, words by Wendy Luella Perkins, arr. by Susan Peck. 
2 “Zakat: Charity,” BBC. https://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/islam/practices/zakat.shtml. 
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Zakat helps practitioners to remain humble and to recognize one another’s humanity 
through sharing with and helping one another. 
 
Christianity also holds a regular gratitude practice with offering Communion. The word 
“eucharist” comes from the Greek word eukharistia that means “thanksgiving”3. In the 
early church, these thanksgiving fellowship meals were held in homes of believers. Named 
the agape or “love feast,” the focal point wasn’t simply bread and wine like today. Instead, 
it was a whole meal. Think a huge potluck with lots of wine! It was welcoming everyone 
into fellowship by breaking bread and eating a common meal together. It was about 
feeding the poor and marginalized and giving thanks for shared community. 
 
In Buddhism, there are values of gratitude and giving in the concept of Dana, or 
“generosity”4. Dana serves as a practice of giving from the heart. It reminds those who 
practice that they should be free from attachments to material wealth and build a 
compassionate mind through giving. This practice of selfless gratitude helps practitioners 
feel their interconnectedness to life and to one another. In some senses, it’s seen as a 
“gladdening of the heart”. 
 
Our reading this morning, “Healing Begins With Gratitude,” that Andrew read speaks to 
the power holy gratitude holds. 
 
The authors write: 
 

We have received an inestimable gift. To be alive in this beautiful, self-organizing 
universe—to participate in the dance of life with senses to perceive it, lungs that 
breathe it, organs that draw nourishment from it—is a wonder beyond words. It is 
an extraordinary privilege to be accorded a human life, with self-reflexive 
consciousness that brings awareness of our own actions and the ability to make 
choices. It lets us choose to take part in the healing of our world5. 

 
When gratitude’s power is harnessed, it can help us to heal our hurting and broken world. 
Gratitude calls us to witness to the mystery of life and to participate in it through lavishing 
love and compassion in places that need it most. 
 
While we’ve explored a lot about what other traditions have to say about gratitude, I want 
to make the case that our own Unitarian Universalist theology has a view of gratitude that 
is both deep and powerful. Of course, one of our central gratitude practices as Unitarian 
Universalists is to sing every verse of “Over the River” over and over again… Joking 
aside, holy gratitude in Unitarian Universalism might be thought about in three main 
ways: 
 

 
3 “The Catholic Mass and Agape Feast,” Faith Dialogue. 
https://www.faithdialogue.org/the_catholic_mass_and_agape_feast. 
4 Moffitt, Phillip. “Meaning of the Pali Word ‘Dana’,” Dharma Wisdom, Life Balance Institute. 
http://dharmawisdom.org/teachings/articles/meaning-pali-word-dana. 
5 Macy, Joanna & Molly Brown. “Healing Begins With Gratitude,” A Network for Grateful Living. 
https://gratefulness.org/resource/healing-begins-with-gratitude/. 
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The first of these ways is gratitude as resistance. You might not think of gratitude as a 
subversive act. It might even sound a bit counterintuitive. How can being thankful really 
do that much when there’s so much work to be done? Yet, gratitude invites us to do 
something radical. It invites us to refuse to let despair have the final word. We can resist 
the din of despair by boosting our own spirits through gratitude. Gratitude builds 
resilience. It reminds us that there’s so much to be grateful for right there, in front of us 
should we only look. Our reading this morning reflects on this: 
 

Thankfulness loosens the grip of the industrial growth society by 
contradicting its predominant message: that we are insufficient and 
inadequate. The forces of late capitalism continually tell us that we need 
more—more stuff, more money, more approval, more comfort, more 
entertainment… [G]ratitude is liberating. It is subversive. It helps us realize 
that we are sufficient, and that realization frees us6. 

 
Holy gratitude gives us agency in trying circumstances. It can preserve our souls when all 
else seems lost. It frees us to realize that we are enough, that we can meet opposition to 
our shared values with the courage of grateful, radical resistance. 
 
Another way we might view holy gratitude is gratitude as healing. Some of you may 
remember that I worked as a chaplain last year at the UU Urban Ministry in Roxbury. 
Working primarily with women who were survivors of domestic violence, I witnessed 
firsthand how gratitude played a role in healing from pain and trauma. The survivors in 
the Believe in Success program meet each weekday for a few hours taking all sorts of 
classes for professional and personal development. 
 
In the two groups of participants that I worked with for the year, gratitude was something 
many of them found central to their time at the Urban Ministry. Many were grateful for 
the technology courses and the coaching we offered for writing résumés and cover letters. 
Others were grateful for the supportive staff; some said this was one of the few places in 
their lives where they felt nothing but radical support. Put simply, participants were 
grateful for the community they had with one another every day. When it came time for 
them to graduate from our program and walk across the stage, through tears and puffy 
eyes we’d hear over and over again how they wished the program had just a few more 
weeks! Holy gratitude had become a site of healing and growth for these survivors. 
Gratitude seemed less of the method and more of the inevitable outcome. Gratitude 
fostered healing when many of these survivors had fewer places to turn for 
encouragement and support. 
 
The third way we might view holy gratitude in Unitarian Universalism is gratitude as a 
way of keeping hope. Sometimes our news headlines can offer a dismal view of the world. 
Can I get an amen? Storms, floods, landslides, and other natural disasters caused by our 
impending and unfolding climate crisis. Mass shootings at schools, stores, and places of 
worship, leaving us raw, wounded, wanting actions and answers. Political feuds and 

 
6 Macy, Joanna & Molly Brown. “Healing Begins With Gratitude,” A Network for Grateful Living. 
https://gratefulness.org/resource/healing-begins-with-gratitude/. 
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disagreements that threaten international cooperation and stability. It can be hard to find 
hope when there’s so much gloom and despair weighing on our minds and hearts. Some 
days it can even feel rough to get out of bed or to even decide to come to church on 
Sundays. When we take a moment to be truly grateful for our lives and all the abundance 
in them that’s where the magic begins. 
 
Phillip Moffitt, the founder of the Buddhist Life Balance Institute, writes about finding 
hope from gratitude. He writes: 
 

The practice of gratitude is not in any way a denial of life's difficulties. We 
live in troubling times… Rather, gratitude… is useful because it turns the 
mind in such a way that it enables you to live into life… It allows you to meet 
life's difficulties with an open heart7. 

 
Reflecting on these three aspects: Gratitude as resistance; Gratitude as healing; and 
Gratitude as hope, I see reflections of these in that annual Friendsgiving my friends and I 
host. Our gathering around an open table––or in our case, gathering in crowded chairs 
and couches… to me, it’s a glimpse at the Beloved Community we seek to bring about as 
Unitarian Universalists. 
 
We’re people who are fairly different from one another. We come from different 
geographic places, different upbringings, different faiths, different beliefs. Yet none of 
these differences seem to be a barrier. We’re able to find community through a shared 
meal together. We’re able to resist the loneliness of the season. We find healing for those 
of us who struggle to find a place at our own family’s table––some of us who aren’t able 
to come home because of our gender or sexuality, because of who we are. We find so much 
hope in being our own chosen family. 
 
Holy gratitude is something I encourage you to look for in your life this week. Where do 
you see beauty showing up? What practices help you to find and hold abundance? How 
can holy gratitude transform your own life? 
 
I have a bit of a challenge for you this morning: I invite you to close your eyes and think 
about something you’re immensely grateful for. Let’s pause for a moment while you hold 
something you’re grateful for in your heart. 

 
Going into this week, as you gather around different tables, take a moment to do what we 
just did and think for a moment on what you’re thankful for. But don’t just stop there! 
Find a way to bring that gratitude into the world. Look for the moments where you can 
share that hope and joy with those around you. Find your own way to harness the power 
in holy gratitude as a way to transform and heal the world. 
 
It doesn’t need to be something difficult. Even a small act of grateful kindness can be 
radical and can shape the world. 

 
7 Moffitt, Phillip. “Selfless Gratitude,” Dharma Wisdom, Life Balance Institute. 
http://dharmawisdom.org/teachings/articles/selfless-gratitude. 
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May we be humble in remembering all that is in our lives that we have to be grateful for. 
May this gratitude remind us of the many gifts it offers: Gifts of resistance; Gifts of 
healing; Gifts of hope. May we go beyond simply being grateful. May we let holy gratitude 
fill and transform our lives so that it can go out and restore a broken and hurting world. 
 
May we be the bold, brave, and grateful people our faith calls us to be. 
 
May it be so. Amen. 


