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Rev. Cindy Worthington-Berry 
UCCB 
March 16, 2014 
Thanks a Lot 
 
Let us pray... 
 
When I was a kid, I didn’t wear a seatbelt.  It wasn’t a law, there wasn’t much press 
about it, my parents didn’t wear one.  1985 was the first time it became a law in 
Massachusetts, although that particular law didn’t stick.  But that was when, at 15 years 
of age, I started buckling up when I got in the car.  I forgot more often than I 
remembered, but it was starting to become a habit by the time I took driver’s ed.  Now, 
of course, I put on my seatbelt without thinking, and my kids have always thought of 
belts as mandatory.  They put them on when we’re driving to the bottom of the driveway 
to wait for the bus on a bitter cold morning. 
 
How does something go from being a task we forget half the time to something we do 
without thinking, and miss when it’s absent?  There are probably lots of answers to that 
question, including believing a particular task has value, and societal pressure.  But at 
least part of the answer is habit.  If tomorrow they came up with some kind of gravity 
system that made seat belts obsolete, I’d still reach for the strap every time I get in the 
car.  By the time you’ve done something 2,000 times, it’s second nature. 
 
That’s why piano students are supposed to play every day, why basketball players 
stand in an empty gym throwing the ball from the free throw line hundreds - thousands - 
of times, why immersion works best for learning a new language, why our choir meets 
every Tuesday even if they aren’t singing that Sunday.  We practice.  Over and over 
again we travel the same ground, repeat the same action, make our body go through 
the same motions, think through the same process.  We practice.  We even say 
“practice makes perfect”, although I prefer my supervisor’s version of the cliche:  
“practice makes better”.  When we do something over and over again, we get better at 
it, it gets easier for us.  Like I said about the seatbelt, it becomes second nature.  I kind 
of like that phrase “second nature”.  It implies there is a “first nature”, and maybe that 
“first nature” needs a little assistance.  So we do something over and over again to bring 
out or create a “second nature”... 
 
As you might recall, we are in the season of Lent, the 40 days (not counting Sundays) 
leading up to Easter.  In Christian tradition, this is an opportunity to reflect on places in 
our lives where we are yearning for growth or change.  This Lent, our worship services 
are focusing on spiritual practices: behaviors, attitudes or actions that help us move 
closer to God, create beloved community with one another, and grow toward becoming 
the person God created us to be.  By nature these practices tend to be things that are 
relatively simple - not walking across hot coals, but a journey into one’s self.  But just 
because they are simple, doesn’t mean they are easy.   
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Take today’s spiritual practice:  gratitude.  We know gratitude is important.  We teach 
kids to say “thank you” as soon as they can speak, or earlier, if we’re using sign 
language.  And as soon as they can scribble they are helping with thank you notes.  
Speeches at graduations, weddings and the Academy awards are full of thank you lists.  
Gratitude is a social tool, a way of making others feel appreciated.  Even if it’s just the 
thank-you wave we give to the car that let us merge into traffic.  And gratitude makes us 
notice things - thanking the waitress reminds us she’s a person, hard at work; grace 
before a meal reconnects us in some way with the earth and all the people who had a 
part in bringing food to our table. 
 
So we know all this, right?  Why, then, would we need to consider gratitude a spiritual 
practice?  I guess it’s the difference between knowing seat belts save lives and actually 
having a habit of putting on your seatbelt every time you start the car.  Knowing the 
seatbelt will protect you won’t do you any good if it isn’t buckled in a collision.  Spiritual 
practices are about taking ideas, beliefs, theories and putting them into practice time 
after time, again and again, day after day.  And when we do, these practices can be as 
life-saving as a seatbelt.  Last week I said these practices can “deepen life-giving 
grooves in our souls”.  I also promised that the word “practice” is related to the word 
“practical” for good reason, as these practices often come with useful, tangible benefits - 
reduced blood pressure, better relationships, ability to deal with setbacks. 
 
Regarding the spiritual practice we’re discussing today, there is a great deal of research 
actually backing up my promise of tangible benefits.  And you’ve probably heard it 
before.  At UCCB, if no where else.  Andy Migner led a workshop on gratitude a few 
years ago, and I know there are still gratitude partners from that workshop who write 
each other on a regular basis.  And remember these Blessing Boxes?  We gave them 
out last fall, with little slips of paper.  Folks were encouraged to notice the blessings in 
their lives, write them down, and keep them in the box.  I’ve loved visiting parishioners’ 
homes since then and seeing the boxes on kitchen counters and bathroom shelves.  If 
you didn’t get one, or need a new one, we’ve got some extras, you can grab one after 
worship.  When we gave these out last fall, we talked about some of the most famous 
research that’s been done on gratitude (although we could have quoted numerous other 
studies).   
 
In 2003, Dr. Michael McCollough, of Southern Methodist University in Dallas, TX, and 
Dr. Robert Emmons, of the University of California at Davis, had three groups of 
experiment subjects keep diaries.  The first group simply kept a diary of events that 
occurred during the day, the second group recorded their unpleasant experiences, and 
the last group made a daily list of things for which they were grateful.  
 
Subjects in the third group reported fewer physical symptoms; felt better about their 
lives as a whole; were more optimistic about the upcoming week; were more likely to 
have made progress toward important personal goals (academic, interpersonal and 
health-based) over a two-month period; reported higher levels of the positive states of 
alertness, enthusiasm, determination, attentiveness and energy; were more likely to 
report having helped someone with a personal problem or having offered emotional 
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support to another.  Research since 2003 has also linked the practice of gratitude to 
better sleep, less anxiety and depression, better romantic relationships, and a reduction 
of aggression through the increase of empathy. 
 
Besides all that research, there are many anecdotal reports of the benefits of practicing 
gratitude.  Our culture entices us to always want more, more, more.  Buy a new car, get 
these boots, go to that college, move to this street - and you will be happy, successful, 
fulfilled.  Gratitude unplugs us from that consumption machine and focuses us on the 
incredible abundance we do have.  This practice can help us realize the ways in which 
“things” don’t give our life meaning, and just keep us on a treadmill of thinking the next 
purchase will do the trick.  And in a world where the grass always looks greener on the 
other side of the fence, gratitude pulls our attention out of the neighbor’s yard, and 
leaves us breathless at the beauty of the grass beneath our own feet.  And gratitude 
grounds us in the present, pulling us out of some future day when we’ll have that job, 
that relationship, that body - instead we are grateful for this moment, with all it’s bruises 
and all its wonder.  These aspects of gratitude practice have been linked to greater life 
satisfaction and a sense of well-being - sometimes called happiness. 
 
So there is all that research, and all that wisdom.  And chances are you’ve heard all or 
some of it before.  And for some of you, a practice of gratitude is already well-engrained 
into your day.  You write in your gratitude journal before you to go bed, you email your 
gratitude partner, your UCCB Blessing Box is full to overflowing.  And then there are the 
rest of you.  Like me.  We know we should do it, we know it’s good for us, we know it 
will benefit us, but somehow that seatbelt doesn’t get clicked in.  We forget, we’re tired, 
we’re busy.  So that’s why I’m bringing up these spiritual practices during this Lenten 
season.  It seems like a good time to remember those habits that will bless us, connect 
us to God, help us heal the world - those things that will bring out our beautiful “second 
nature”.  That’s right, we’re talking about these things because I need the reminder.  If 
you’ve been listening, you’ve noticed that’s the case with just about everything we do 
here. 
 
So let’s be specific about what a spiritual practice of gratitude might entail.  As I’ve 
already mentioned, writing down the things we’re grateful for seems to be particularly 
powerful, whether in a journal or an email or a blessing box.  This practice has three 
beneficial steps.  First, we have to make the time and space, even if it’s just a few 
seconds, for being grateful.  Then we have to pay attention, reflect on our lives - even 
on a really lousy day - and find a blessing.  Then we have to write it down, involving our 
bodies in the action of being grateful.  We’re going to get to practice that in just a 
minute. 
 
Many people have found it powerful to write thank you letters.  You pick someone who 
has meant a lot to you, maybe from years ago - a coach, a neighbor, a doctor.  And you 
write them a letter telling them specifically what they did that you are grateful for.  One 
writer is doing 40 letters, as a Lenten practice.  A counselor suggested delivering a 
letter in person and reading it to the individual you want to thank. 
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I think the writing - whether to yourself, others, or God - is a powerful practice.  But 
gratitude can be a practice that infuses our whole day, even when there isn’t any paper 
around.  Every moment has an opportunity for gratitude.  Breathing in on a cold day, we 
become very aware of our lungs, working to warm the life-giving air.  We can say “thank 
you” for lungs and air and warmth.  For those of us who spend much of our work day at 
the computer, what if we offer a “thank you” before we begin for the day, recognizing 
how this piece of technology helps us be creative or stay in communication with others 
or provide for our family.  Indeed, those aspects of our lives that quickly become 
invisible - or even irritating - are particularly good candidates for gratitude.  My sink 
keeps filling up with dirty dishes because my boys are healthy, active and growing and 
so need to eat seven meals a day.  My car got me safely to work despite traffic or 
weather.  I pay my electric bill grateful for the lamps that light my home.  
 
I’ve been honest with you, that I’m not someone who writes in her gratitude journal 
every night.  However, I’m consistent about a gratitude practice in one way.  When I 
can’t sleep, or start to feel stressed, drained, or overwhelmed, I turn my thoughts to 
gratitude.  I breathe deeply, and start describing what I’m grateful for:  from my life-
giving iced coffee, to sun shining on snow, to the poetry of Rumi, to a kid’s hug.  In 
preparation for this service, I this practice in a new way.  I’d always focused on making 
the gratitude list at night, before sleep.  But last Monday, I was not happy when my 
alarm went off.  We’d changed the clocks, so it was dark in the morning, and we hadn’t 
fixed the timer on our thermostat, so the house was cold.  I’d hit the snooze alarm, 
wanting nine more minutes of rest and warmth.  But, since I’m not really a morning 
person, I felt pretty grumpy.  For some reason I thought about the gratitude practice, 
and started thinking about what I was grateful for.  The snuggling child who had climbed 
into my bed.  The warm robe and cup of tea I’d soon enjoy.  The fact that there would 
be light when I brought the boys home at the end of the day.  My grumpy morning mood 
shifted to such a feeling of contentment. 
 
For me, the spiritual practice of gratitude has helped deepen those “life-giving grooves 
in my soul”.  I have this image of a sandy hill at a beach, with kids pouring buckets of 
water.  The water makes these rivulets, carving paths in the sand,  Wherever a path is 
made, more water goes, deepening the path further.  I think my self, my inner being, is 
similar to that hill.  Thoughts, attitudes and actions carve out paths in me, and those 
paths deepen with repetition over time.  So if I tend to be stressed, and don’t deal with 
my stress, the stress path gets deeper, and makes it more likely that I’ll go down the 
stress path, which in turn makes it deeper, and so on.  But if I shift from stress to 
gratitude, I start a new path, a healthier path, and the more time I spend on the gratitude 
path, the deeper it gets, and the more likely I am to go down that path.  Does this make 
sense? 
 
So that’s why repetition matters, why habit matters, why practice matters.  We are 
creating paths, patterns, in our lives and in our very beings.  Annie Dillard has written 
“how we spend our days is how we spend our lives”.  But, in turn, how we spend each 
moment is how we spend our days.  In our scripture passage this morning, Jesus 
teaches, “where your treasure is, there your heart will be also”.  Our “treasure” is our 
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money, our resources, our gifts, our time.  But it is also our attention - we focus on what 
we treasure, we give attention to the things that matter to us.  So we can take our hearts 
to places of stress and scarcity and anger, or we can take it to a place of gratitude.  
Gratitude is much healthier for your heart. 
 
An anonymous quote says, “When life is beautiful, we need someone to thank.”  For 
much of the beauty and wonder in our lives, it’s not the waitress or our family or a fellow 
commuter we’re thanking.  Who do we thank for ocean waves, for our lungs, for the 
existence of music?  To be honest, I’m not sure it matters.  In the research I read, there 
was no indication that we have to declare a recipient of our gratitude for it to “work”.  
That is to say, you can be grateful for the air even if you think it is “only” a byproduct of 
cosmic and chemical reactions.  For many people, God is a central figure in their 
gratitude - everything comes from God, and so thanking God is also a reminder of the 
Source and Force that is in all.  But I daresay gratitude as a spiritual practice would be 
just as affective for the most ardent atheist.   
 
For me, it is the feeling of gratitude itself that reminds me of the presence of God.  Why 
do I find a sunset beautiful?  It’s just caused by viewing scattered light particles at a 
particular angle - why does it take my breath away?  The comfort I feel from the way my 
dog sighs deeply at my feet while I work - just a race memory of tamed wolves by the 
fire in ancient caves?  And the smell of coffee in the morning, coffee I won’t even drink, 
it still makes me smile.  I say “thank you” for these things, not to an external Deity who 
has created them for my delight, but as a recognition that God’s Spirit dwells in the 
particles of the sunset and the dog’s warm breath and the heated coffee grounds...  And 
it is the sensing of that Presence that makes me smile and gives me comfort and takes 
away my breath - then gives it  back again.  I am grateful to God, but more importantly 
I’m grateful because of God. 
 
In our prayer time this morning, you will be invited to write on a slip of paper things for 
which you are grateful.  Write one, write a paragraph, write a list.  And in our time of 
offering, you are invited to put that slip of paper in the offering plate.  Every week we 
share our gifts in the offering time, focusing on a practice of generosity.  This morning 
may we add the practice of gratitude to that act, sharing our money and our gratitude list 
as a symbolic representation of everything in our lives for which we are grateful.   
 
Nicolette started our worship service this morning with part of a beautiful poem by David 
Whyte.  So I’ll close with another favorite poem of thanksgiving, this one by Anne 
Sexton. 
 
There is joy 
in all: 
in the hair I brush each morning, 
in the Cannon towel, newly washed, 
that I rub my body with each morning, 
in the chapel of eggs I cook 
each morning, 



 

6 

in the outcry from the kettle 
that heats my coffee 
each morning, 
in the spoon and the chair 
that cry "hello there, Anne" 
each morning, 
in the godhead of the table 
that I set my silver, plate, cup upon 
each morning. 
 
All this is God, 
right here in my pea-green house 
each morning 
and I mean, 
though often forget, 
to give thanks, 
to faint down by the kitchen table 
in a prayer of rejoicing 
as the holy birds at the kitchen window 
peck into their marriage of seeds. 
 
So while I think of it, 
let me paint a thank-you on my palm 
for this God, this laughter of the morning, 
lest it go unspoken. 
 
The Joy that isn't shared, I've heard, 
dies young. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 


