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“Thanksgiving” (the word, not the holiday) is “a public acknowledgment or celebration of divine 
goodness” (Merriam-Webster), “the giving of thanks to God, especially in a religious ceremony” (Collins 
Dictionary). 

Thanksgiving, or giving thanks, thus has several components: (a) a public or shared expression (b) to God 
(c) of thanks (d) for goodness received. And many sources point to the fact that giving thanks impels 
healthy people to spread the blessing. It’s not just an affect – it’s an action. 

It’s not just a private feeling. It’s something we do together, as our communal expression of thanks for 
what we have received. This is one of the things that makes the plight of shut-ins so pathetic (pathos-
inducing) on holidays. We know that we should be gathering together to give thanks, and yet these folks 
are shut out because they’re shut in.  

And it’s not just oozy, vague gratitude; we give thanks to God, as a person, for blessings we have 
received. “Every good and perfect gift is from above, and comes down from the Father of lights, who 
does not change like shifting shadows.” (James 1:17) 

While thankfulness like gratitude can be a general attitude, the giving of thanks is properly directed to a 
particular person for particular blessings. Since every gift is from God, our thanks is properly directed 
first to him, and then to the ones who choose to be vehicles of his goodness to us.  

Imagine leaning out the window and just yelling “thanks!” to the morning breeze. Even people who 
believe that the cosmos or the earth are the source of our blessedness personalize them. They’re not 
just thanking atoms. Thanks is given to individuals, not to things or principles. 

The goodness we have received is both general and specific. Everything is a gift, but that means that 
every thing … every single thing … is a gift. If “everything” is the sum of an infinitude of discrete things 
for each of which we are thankful, our gratitude fills our hearts and minds, and we give thanks to the 
one who gives us every good gift. 

Many folks incorporate an expression of gratitude for blessings received into their celebration of the 
Thanksgiving holiday. In our family the patriarch decreed that we would each be ready to say one thing 
for which we were thankful, and it had to be a particular thing, not a generality like “family.” Since there 
were about 30 of us, that was a lot of thanks-giving. 

In a post-modern capitalist society, it’s hard to find things to be thankful for. We earn our resources, and 
we are conditioned to believe that the physical world in which we live is the product of natural forces 
having nothing to do with gift. Even if we believe in a creator-god, it stretches our mental fibers to see 
our next inhale as a gift from the deity, to be so conscious of being blessed that we are grateful with and 
for every breath. 

We don’t give thanks for things we’ve earned. We might say “thanks!” to the boss when she hands us 
our paycheck, but we’re not really expressing gratitude. After all, we’ve earned that little slip of paper 
and the wealth it represents. “Thank you” in that context is a “polite fiction,” not an expression of 



gratitude. The job from which our paycheck derives is likewise something we’ve earned by loyalty and 
hard work. It’s not a gift from a benevolent employer. 

Even our health is something we can feel entitled to. We’ve eaten right, and exercised, and taken our 
supplements and meds, so we’re entitled to be healthy. If we’re not, we can find ourselves complaining 
about the unfairness of it all. 

And we don’t generally give thanks for the natural state of things, a condition we moderns have been 
conditioned to believe to be a result of blind, impersonal cosmic accident. Most of us would have 
trouble making ourselves feel thankful for the continuation of the precise mixture of atmospheric gases 
that makes life as we know it possible. We might decry how people mess it up, but the norm is just … 
normal. Most of us don’t express gratitude for gravity. It’s just there, and we don’t contemplate what 
would happen if it suddenly stopped working, or started working differently, and thus feel grateful for 
its predictably-maintained state. 

And maybe that’s a good place to start. If the world and all it contains, including its human inhabitants, 
is nothing but an accident, then what’s there to give thanks for? And who should we give thanks to? 
Even the concept of thanksgiving is absurd in such a context; and whether we hug or hurt our fellow 
humans, whether we protect or pollute our home planet become indistinguishable expressions of our 
private urges from time to time. We can make up reasons, but ultimately unless we want something 
from the other or want to avoid consequences of the other’s displeasure (assuming we fear the other or 
the collective other), we act like we want to act. Witness the trash on the side of the road. 

But if there is a God who created it all, and who planted humans in the earth bearing the divine image 
and gave them the newly-minted world to cultivate and share, then all is gift and in its original state, 
good. Even our existence is gift, and our giving of thanks never ends. Our desire to thank the good God 
who gave us this good gift is never satisfied. When I was a kid, one of my jobs was to distribute the clean 
laundry. When I put Dad’s stuff on his dresser, I always saw and pondered his hand-written note to 
himself: “The attitude of gratitude is not dutiful, but beautiful.” 

If all is gift and an expression of the creative love and desire of the giver, then we the recipients express 
our reciprocal love to the giver of the gift by properly stewarding ourselves, one another and our earthly 
home. And because love is life-giving and life-bearing, receiving love brings forth love and shares love. 

A consciousness of blessings received should motivate us to act, to share blessings, to deepen our 
relationship with the giver of all gifts, to make others aware of the possibility of that relationship and 
the goodness we receive from it.  

It’s more than just a catalogue of goods received and a calculated response. When we are blessed, we 
should find that our hearts are warmed, that we are grateful to the givers of the blessings, that we want 
to draw near and share life with them, whether the divine giver or a human agent of the divine 
goodness.  

And when we stumble in our attempts to cope with the magnitude and plenitude of the gift, when we 
fall prey to baser motivations to claim the gift for ourselves to the exclusion of others, the giver 
nonetheless hastens to receive and restore us when we choose to turn back and press in to the relation 
of love, in a process called “repentance.” And in that restoration we find a deepening of the love for the 



giver and a desire to share the possibility of restoration of relation in love with those around us, that 
they, too might well up in gratitude and give thanks.  

“Oh, that we would give thanks to the Lord for his goodness, and for his wonderful works to humans.” 
(Psalm 107:8, 15, 31) 


