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The Wilbur Award-winning book Grateful is now available in paperback and with an updated
subtitle.If gratitude is good, why is it so hard to do? In Grateful, Diana Butler Bass untangles our
conflicting understandings of gratitude and sets the table for a renewed practice of giving
thanks.We know that gratitude is good, but many of us find it hard to sustain a meaningful life of
gratefulness. Four out of five Americans report feeling gratitude on a regular basis, but those
private feelings seem disconnected from larger concerns of our public lives. In Grateful, cultural
observer and theologian Diana Butler Bass takes on this “gratitude gap” and offers up surprising,
relevant, and powerful insights to practice gratitude.Bass, author of the award-winning
Grounded and ten other books on spirituality and culture, explores the transformative,
subversive power of gratitude for our personal lives and in communities. Using her trademark
blend of historical research, spiritual insights, and timely cultural observation, she shows how we
can overcome this gap and make change in our own lives and in the world.With honest stories
and heartrending examples from history and her own life, Bass reclaims gratitude as a path to
greater connection with god, with others, with the world, and even with our own souls. It’s time to
embrace a more radical practice of gratitude—the virtue that heals us and helps us thrive. 

About the AuthorDiana Butler Bass is the award-winning author of ten books on American
religion, including Grounded, Christianity after Religion, Christianity for the Rest of Us, and A
People's History of Christianity. She holds a PhD in religious studies from Duke University, has
taught at the college and graduate level, and is currently an independent scholar. She was a
columnist for the New York Times Syndicate, and comments and writes on issues of religion,
spirituality, and culture. Bass is a popular speaker at conferences, colleges and universities, and
churches across North America. She lives in Alexandria, Virginia, with her husband, daughter,
and dog.--This text refers to the audioCD edition.ReviewGrateful is a timely and beautifully
written book. The practice of gratitude has been a lifeline for me in a challenging season, and
this wise book articulates both a helpful challenge and a soul-shaping framework.-- "Shauna
Niequist, New York Times bestselling author"Bass is a calming voice in raging cultural seas.
Grateful is challenging and refreshing, and speaks to the core of so much modern misery.--
"Mike McHargue, author of Finding God in the Waves"Bass' persuasive book will please her
longtime fans as well as readers interested in living a more productively thankful life.--
"Publishers Weekly (starred review)"Many readers will be grateful for the book's insights,
opportunities for consideration, and invitation to action. Live, as Bass concludes, in gratitude.--
"Booklist"Refreshing, evocative, well-informed, and original.-- "Harvey Cox, author of The Future
of Faith, on Christianity after Religion" --This text refers to the audioCD edition.
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DedicationTo Roger FreetThank you for your encouragement, your friendship,and your unfailing
belief in the power of words.For all that has been—thanks.For all that shall be—yes.—DAG
HAMMARSKJÖLDEpigraphLet gratitude be the pillow upon which you kneel to say your nightly
prayer.And let faith be the bridge you build to overcome evil and welcome good.—MAYA
ANGELOUContentsCoverTitle PageDedicationEpigraphPrologue: Confession: No ThanksPart I:
Me: Emotion—Gifts and Thanks1. Feeling Grateful2. Heart MattersPart II: Me: Ethics—
Awareness and Practice3. Habits of Gratitude4. Intentional PracticePart III: We: Emotion—Joy
and Celebration5. Grateful Together6. Thankful and FestivePart IV: We: Ethics—Community and
Politics7. The Grateful Society8. Circles of GratitudeEpilogue: A Call to the Grateful WayThank
YouA Thanksgiving PrayerNotesIndexAbout the AuthorAlso by Diana Butler
BassCopyrightAbout the PublisherConfession: No ThanksGratitude is the memory of the heart.
—FRENCH PROVERBI pulled the card from the envelope, appreciatively fingering its velvety
thickness. It was formal and traditional, the sort one rarely sees anymore, with a single word
embossed on the front: “Grateful.”I opened it and read, “Thank you for the lovely thank-you
note!”I read it again, just to make sure. It was a thank-you note for a thank-you note.Now what?
Do you send a thank-you note for the thank-you note received for sending a thank-you note?
Was there a rule for this? I have never been very good at these things. Writing the original note
was hard enough; I considered it a mannerly triumph. But what happens when someone thanks
you for saying thanks? Should you return thanks again? “This could go on forever,” I sighed. I
held the kind note in my hand, not knowing what was right or proper. Saying thank you can be so
complicated.Suddenly, I felt a bit like that little girl whose mother forced her to write thank-you
notes for Christmas and birthday gifts. I was not good at it. I did not want to do it, and I did not
know what to say. But when she sat me down and insisted, I wrote, usually scrawling “Thanks”
and “Love, Diana” in tipsy letters on the note cards supplied for the exercise. I must have
complained quite a bit, because one Christmas an etiquette book showed up as a gift under the
tree. A bookmark was not so subtly placed before the section “How to Write Thank-You Notes.” I
got the point, but I did not improve in practice.Years later, the struggle over thank-you notes
repeated with my own daughter. Although I had not been good at it, I hoped she would be. No
such luck. She resisted and complained just as I had at her age. I bought her fancy cards and
personalized stationery, supplied her with colored pens and cute stickers, hoping all might
inspire notes of gratitude. It did not work. She utterly refused to write. However, no Miss Manners
showed up under the Christmas tree. Instead, I prompted her to call gift givers and send thank-
you e-mails. We had some success with electronic forms of expressing gratitude, but only
minimally so. I gave up. When I stopped resorting to threats and etiquette shaming, she stopped
writing thank-you notes. Is there DNA for ingratitude? For daughter wound up like mother, and I
felt bad that I had not done better as a parent.I have always struggled with gratitude. I want to be
grateful, but too often I find myself with no thanks.Oddly enough, whatever my shortcomings in



practice, the concept of gratitude still captivated me. Although I rarely sent thank-you notes as a
girl, I collected pretty stationery designed for that very purpose. I loved when people brought my
mother thank-you gifts of flowers or food after she volunteered at church or hosted a dinner
party. When I was a teenager, I tried to memorize every verse in the New Testament about
thanks. It seemed the Christian sort of thing to do. Of the dozens of mentions of gratitude in its
pages, I managed to memorize only one: “In everything give thanks” (1 Thess. 5:18, KJV). I
proudly quoted it to a church friend. She replied, “But that’s only half the verse!” That’s not a very
high success rate—one-half of one verse on thanksgiving.I remember listening to a guest on
The Oprah Winfrey Show discussing the power of gratitude to change one’s life. A sort of
spiritual longing arose in my heart. I felt inspired and decided to keep a gratitude journal. That
lasted less than a week. On another occasion, I embarked upon the noble project of making a
moment of gratitude part of our family’s bedtime ritual. We did it once. And then there is that
painful Thanksgiving dinner exercise in which no one eats until everyone at the table says
something they are thankful for. It is supposed to remind us about the real meaning of the
holiday. But it feels more like a turkey hostage situation than a spiritual exercise in grace. I feel
thankful when it ends.You can only attempt something for so long before you give up. By the time
I received the thank-you note for my thank-you note, I had consigned myself to life as a gratitude
klutz.I confess. I gave up on thanks. I tossed the “Grateful” card on a pile of correspondence. I
never replied.FLUNKING GRATITUDEIn late 2015, I was working on a project about spirituality
and character. A pile of books sat on my desk—about virtues like charity, joy, kindness, patience,
and thankfulness. Next to them was a survey examining American religion and spirituality. I
thumbed through its pages, and a question caught my attention:How often do you feel a strong
sense of gratitude or thankfulness? Would you say at least once a week, once or twice a month,
several times a year, seldom, or never?1“Interesting,” I thought. Then I read the answer: an
astonishing 78 percent of Americans responded by saying that they had felt strongly thankful in
the last week!A wave of guilt engulfed me. I was not sure I was one of them. I shoved the survey
aside.My glance fell on the other books. Half of them had the word “gratitude,” “thanks,” or
“thankfulness” in the title. The volumes seemed to stare back at me, their cheerful bright covers
adorned with pictures of flowers and smiling faces. Several promised happiness, healing,
success, or personal fulfillment. The collection was a self-help heap of thanks, a perky pile of
gratefulness. The stack seemed to scold me, wagging accusing authorial fingers in my direction,
as if knowing I had flunked the gratitude exam. I half expected my late mother’s ghost, straight
from Christmas past, to appear and regift me with that etiquette guide.What kind of horrible
person was I? Somehow, “gratitude klutz” no longer seemed adequate. Was I an ingrate? An
ugly word. No one wants to be an ingrate. But I realized that I rarely experienced or thought
about gratitude. Did I truly not have moments of gratefulness? Or did they bypass me without
recognition? I did not know.Whatever the case, that 78 percent made me feel lonely.And curious.
I mentioned the survey to several friends. Their responses were remarkably similar to mine:
“What?” “Eight out of ten?” “People don’t seem that grateful.”One of those friends is a sociologist.



“I don’t believe it,” I insisted to him. “Nearly 80 percent of Americans say they feel deep gratitude
at least once a week?” Could that possibly be true?Gratitude researchers claim that if we are
grateful, we are happier and more content, that there is a social consequence to thankfulness. “I
don’t see that,” I said to my friend. “Other data say we are angry, discontented, and unsatisfied.
And our politics isn’t exactly based in gratitude. ‘Thank you’ doesn’t seem to be our strength right
now.”He chuckled and then explained: “Whenever eight in ten Americans answer the same way
on a question, the question becomes less valuable for analysis. It also makes you suspect that
there is serious social desirability bias going on here.”A “social desirably bias” occurs when
people answer a question in a way that makes them look good to themselves or others, that
matches the image of the person they aspire to be. In other words, that high percentage might
indicate there are many people, like me, who know that gratitude is good and want to be grateful,
to feel gratitude, or to be seen as thankful people. We believe gratitude is virtuous. We might
experience gratitude in a given moment and say to a pollster, “Yes, I felt thankful.” But inwardly,
we know how difficult it is to practice and sustain thanksgiving—to live a truly grateful life.No
matter how we answer the question during a particular week, many of us remember our parents’
nagging, that stash of thank-you notes in the back of a desk drawer, shortening the
Thanksgiving dinner prayer, or forgetting to let our grandparents know how much we
appreciated their gifts. There is a gap between what we believe and what we practice. Many of
us feel guilty when it comes to gratitude.My questions mounted: What is gratitude? And why is it
so hard? Does being thankful really change things? Could our lives be different if we were more
grateful? Might a new understanding of gratitude open a way of healing and compassion—both
for ourselves and for those around us?I did not know the answers. But a sense of urgency
gripped me, and I wanted to find out.“ME” AND “WE”For as much as I struggle with practicing
gratitude in my life, a far larger problem affects us all. I kept thinking about the 78 percent of
Americans who said they felt “a strong sense of gratitude” at least once a week—that number
represents nearly 90 percent of Christians, almost 70 percent of adherents of other world
religions, and 60 percent of atheists who answered the survey. Whatever theology or doctrine
divides us, a large majority share a common belief that giving thanks is good.That sounds great,
but those numbers also point to a problem: that of a gratitude gap. They reveal a disparity
between our private feelings and our public attitudes. Social scientists have extolled gratitude as
a personal path to peace, health, and contentment. Giving thanks, however, is more than a
private practice; those same researchers insist that gratitude is socially beneficial and
strengthens communities. Gratitude is about “me,” and it is about “we.” Where is the gap? A
week after the Pew survey on the gratitude question, Public Religion Research Institute posted a
very different study regarding American attitudes as we moved into a presidential election year.
That study discovered that Americans were more anxious, less optimistic, and more distrustful
than ever. Subsequent political events made evident a surge of rage, revealing a toxic level of
anger, fear, division, and intolerance in the American electorate.2The surveys puzzled me. Did
the same people who felt grateful also express these negative emotions? Had they divided their



lives into personal thanks and public rage? But can gratitude ever really be private? Shouldn’t it
have meaningful impact on families, communities, and the society in which we live?Thus, I
began to see two issues surrounding gratitude. The first involves “me.” Why is it hard to practice
gratitude in meaningful and sustained ways? Many may feel grateful, but they are equally aware
of the difficulty in expressing thanks to family, friends, and kind strangers. We recognize and
appreciate gifts directed toward us, but we often struggle with how to respond. On a personal
level, as I readily admit from my own experience, gratitude can be challenging.The second
concern involves “we.” What might it mean to live together as a thankful society? As human
beings, we possess an intuitive awareness that we depend on others to survive. We are safer
and happier when we care for each other in community, when we do things for each other. If we
recognize mutuality, we experience gratitude as central to civic life. When we work together,
when we share, and when we care, there is enough for all. We appreciate each other for what we
all contribute to flourishing communities. And we appreciate one another for the good gifts of life.
Whether you write a thank-you note to Grandma does not matter much in this larger sense, but
how you—how we—appreciate the ties that bind us as a larger society matters greatly to
everyone. How we live together in and with gratitude makes all the difference in the world.
Indeed, living gratefully makes the world different.I may struggle with personal gratitude. You
may wrestle with giving thanks. A quick glance at the news, however, demonstrates that we are
failing at communal thanksgiving. We are anxious and angry, because we are haunted by
nightmares of scarcity, dystopian fears that someone else is taking everything, that there is
never enough, and we will never get what we think we deserve. In wealthy societies that fear is,
in many ways, stoked by real economic inequality and political injustice, resulting in cravings for
things we think will fill us, fix us, or make us forget our doubts and pain. This leads to all sorts of
addictive behaviors with drugs, sex, alcohol, money, shopping, food, hoarding, and violence.
Our fears and disappointments mount, merging with those of our neighbors, and become the
seedbed for politics of protection, limits, and rage. This is not a vision of a community of
gratitude. We are a society of ingrates.3In November 2015, both surveys measured something
true. One survey measured private gratitude; the other measured the absence of communal
gratefulness. I prize gratitude; I experience it; I appreciate when someone does me a favor or
gives me a gift. I feel strongly grateful when something good happens to me. At the same time,
however, as a society, we are being driven by the opposite impulse, the sense of powerlessness
that comes from thinking we will never have what we deserve or want: “We are held captive by
dissatisfaction.”4 This is the gratitude gap: we may be thankful in private, but individual
gratefulness does not appear to make much difference in our larger common life. Giving thanks
may be personally rewarding, but larger forces have extinguished beneficial forms of gratitude
from our economic and political lives. We recognize gifts and are grateful on an ad hoc basis, but
the world in which we live is surely not shaped by such thankfulness. No, we live in a toxic
habitat of ingratitude. Nothing really escapes its poison.Even the most grateful of us cannot
survive long in such an environment. Can we clean up this mess?CHEAP GRATITUDEI am a



historian. When I am perplexed, I often look to the past for understanding. Many commentators
have pointed out parallels between our times and the 1930s in Germany. Often such
comparisons are overblown, but one similarity intrigues me. Then, a citizenry well-versed in a
theology of grace—the idea that all good things come from God—had turned gratitude into a
path of individual salvation and personal comfort, all the while allowing deep social discontent
and anger to fester in public life.A young pastor named Dietrich Bonhoeffer noticed this gap. He
accused his fellow Germans of embracing a diminished form of thankfulness. He called it “cheap
grace.” Pastor Bonhoeffer began to preach about the importance of a costly faith that embodied
a transformative practice of gratitude. The result was one of the most influential and bestselling
books ever written on the spiritual life, The Cost of Discipleship. Later, when he was in prison for
resisting Hitler, Bonhoeffer experienced gratitude, a sense of humility and dependence on the
gifts of others, more profoundly than ever before:In normal life one is not at all aware that we
always receive infinitely more than we give, and that gratitude is what enriches life. One easily
overestimates the importance of one’s own acts and deeds, compared with what we become
only through other people.5“Normal” life in Western society, even eighty years ago, obscured
what was true and important about the nature of things: that life is an abundance of shared gifts.
We do not really achieve. We receive. We give to each other. We are grateful.Analogies to
anything that happened in 1930s Germany are, of course, notoriously alarmist. But it seems
entirely possible that Bonhoeffer described something that just will not go away in Western
societies. “Cheap gratitude” plagues us. Our understanding of thanks is polluted by our toxic
dissatisfactions as we praise God for material possessions instead of the good gifts of nature
and neighbor. Much of what passes for gratitude today appears to be a sort of secular prosperity
gospel. If we just say “Thank you, thank you, thank you” long enough and with the greatest
sincerity, we will be healthy and wealthy. This form of gratitude acts as a magical mantra, the key
to unlocking personal spiritual peace and well-being. If we feel just good enough, with enough
money and success, life will be a blessing. Or maybe not. Maybe we want just a bit more. A bit
more blessing. What could be wrong with that?In addition to prosperity gratitude, there is
another kind of cheap gratitude: the sort based in duty or demand. If someone gives you a gift,
you must return the favor. You owe a debt. Duty-based gratitude is emotionally empty and
causes resentment. It is easy to suspect that benefits are given to exert control by, or forge
loyalty to, an unscrupulous benefactor. Obligatory gratitude rarely has a heart. Rather, it breeds
contempt and fosters injustice. In a real way, duty and debt cheapen gratitude to a social or
political indenture.These conceptions of gratitude—that of a privatized spirituality of success or
a binding duty of obligation—have contributed to the gratitude deficit. One seems almost too
easy, the other too hard. We feel grateful when someone does us a favor or when greeted by a
beautiful sunrise, but personal gratitude does not seem to make a difference beyond a limited
sphere. Public life is for those who get and take what they can.DEEPLY GRATEFULWhen I
assessed my struggles with gratitude honestly, I realized that I did not understand what it really
was, other than a parental requirement to write thank-you notes. That lack of understanding has



led to my many flawed attempts to integrate practices of thankfulness into my life, and my failed
experiments at practicing appreciation skewed my perception of gratefulness.Recently, I asked a
group of people to define gratitude. They came up with more than fifty different definitions and
ideas. Some thought it was a feeling, others thought it was a practice, and still others considered
it a moral disposition; only a few identified gratitude as a civic obligation. Some said it was
human and universal, while still others insisted it must be part of a specific religion. Do we
comprehend what gratitude is? Seventy-eight percent of Americans said that they had felt it in
the last week, but apparently we cannot agree on what “it” is. And that is hard to admit—that we
might not share any common understanding of this thing most of us claim to value.Can we know
gratitude more deeply? Can we practice more life-giving kinds of thankfulness? My hunch is that
we can. And I am increasingly convinced that we must.As I puzzled over the problem of “cheap
gratitude,” a note arrived from a friend. She shared with me how something I had written made a
difference in her life, and she thanked me: “For all that you do, I am deeply grateful.”Not just
“grateful,” but “deeply grateful.” She wanted to make sure I knew that hers was not some sort of
rote thanks, like a pleasant response one might offer to a sales clerk or a babysitter, but that she
experienced profound insight and healing and an intense sense of gratitude through the gift my
words had provided. Not cheap gratitude, but deep gratitude.Might that be the problem—that we
have substituted a thin veneer of thanks for a radical, transformative experience of wholeness
and connection? We fall back on that fragile understanding when what we need is a robust one.
We want to give thanks; we appear to be longing for a more rooted experience in the wisdom of
gratefulness. But we do not quite know what it is or how deep gratitude might change everything.
Having a clearer sense of the nature of gratefulness might be a good place to begin.GIFT AND
RESPONSEThese pages explore gratitude, how to understand thanks and how to practice it. I
am not a psychologist or philosopher—the two sorts of experts who have added most to our
understanding of gratitude. I write about faith, spirituality, history, and culture—about living
purposefully, about how we gather together, and about a world of compassion, care, and love,
about faith and God. Gratitude matters deeply to these concerns.There is no magic fix in these
pages, no promise of ten steps to a grateful life. Nor is there a clean, crisp academic definition of
gratitude. Instead, I have tried to learn gratitude from the ground of my experience, to pay
attention to the cultural and spiritual languages of thanksgiving all around us, and to search for
clues and hints of gratefulness in our communal life. As I listened, what emerged surprised me.I
learned that questions and concerns of gratitude surround us all the time. On a personal level, I
discovered I am far more thankful than I knew, but that I am often too timid to embrace the full
power of gratitude. Not only did gratitude show up when I did not expect it; it also failed to show
up when and where it seemed most necessary. On the communal level, it became obvious that
there are meaningful and transformative ways of expressing gratitude, and, sadly, there are ways
of using gratitude to hurt, abuse, and oppress. In a sense, we live in a dense forest of gratitude.
That makes viewing the trees particularly difficult. One can get lost easily.But if we focus, we can
see gratitude more clearly, how it guides us to a way of healing and compassion. With this new



vision, we begin to see how it shapes our lives. Once we see, we cannot un-see. Gratefulness is
not a magic fix, but it just might be the bright star directing us to a new and better place. This
book is an invitation to become aware of gratitude in new ways, with the hope that if we see
more clearly what is at stake, we might together nurture, encourage, and practice the sort of
gratefulness that can change our hearts and our communities.The first step is to recognize that
we carry around in our minds already existing structures of meaning that influence how we
experience gratitude. For centuries, Westerners have defined gratitude as a commodity of
exchange—a transaction of debt and duty—organized around notions of wealth and power.
Benefactors gave benefits to beneficiaries who, in turn, were indebted to their benefactors. This
debt-and-duty model, built on required reciprocity, is so widespread as to be largely invisible to
us, but continually influences us. Yet, as will become increasingly clear in the chapters ahead,
this model has not served us well.There is, however, an alternative structure of gratefulness, one
that holds out the possibility of spiritual and ethical transformation—that of gift and response. In
this mode, gifts exist before benefactors. The universe is a gift. Life is a gift. Air, light, soil, and
water are gifts. Friendship, love, sex, and family are gifts. We live on a gifted planet. Everything
we need is here, with us. We freely respond to these gifts by choosing a life of mutual care.Some
people think of God as the giver of all gifts; others consider these gifts as part of nature. Whether
you believe God or not-God, however, gifts come first. We would not even exist without them. We
are all beneficiaries. How we define gifts and givers makes up the deeper structure of our
lives.Gifts bring forth gratitude, and we express our appreciation by passing gifts on to others.
When we share gifts, we become benefactors toward the well-being of all. Ultimately, the new
structure is a way of being. Although it may be “new” to some in Western societies, this is an
ancient understanding, one that echoes through many of the world’s oldest and wisest sacred
traditions. It is an invitation to receive gifts, live more simply, graciously, and freely, attuned to our
own hearts, our neighbors, and the common good. Many of us were taught that it is more
blessed to give than to receive, but the truth is that we must first receive in order to give. As a
result, we choose to care more freely, fully, and deeply.In these pages, I argue that gratitude is
not a transaction of debt and duty. Rather, gratitude is a spiritual awareness and a social
structure of gift and response. Committing ourselves to exorcising the ghosts of the old model
and embracing and practicing gift-and-response gratefulness will empower both personal and
social change. And it might be what saves us, as individuals and as communities.A DYNAMIC
STRUCTUREThe structure of gift-and-response gratitude is dynamic; that is, it is not like the
steel frame of a building. Instead, it is organic, integrative, and internally complex. Because of
that, it is particularly hard to see. If quizzed about it, many people define gratitude as a feeling,
but that does not take into account deeper dimensions.At the most basic level, gratitude involves
two aspects of experience:emotions—feelings in response to giftsethics—actions in response to
giftsthat function in two arenas of our lives:the personal—the “me” of individual lifethe public—
the “we” of communityGratitude involves emotions and ethics, both of which are located in the
“me” and the “we.” With this in mind, we can create a balanced model of gift-and-response



gratitude that looks something like this:Gratitude is not, of course, a pie chart. Rather, think of
this graphic as a round table or a circle. In this way, we can begin to see it as a whole made up of
constituent parts working in harmony with one another.For whatever reason, however, we often
fail to experience the connections of the whole. Some of us more easily gravitate to one aspect
of gratitude than another. For example:If you emphasize me and emotions, you are probably
attuned to the inner dimensions of awe, surprise, and appreciation and have strong feelings
when someone helps you, serves you, or gives you a gift. You define gratitude in terms of
delight, joy, or surprise.If you emphasize me and ethics, you might experience gratitude as a
moral or ritual response to a favor extended to you. Returning dinner invitations, writing thank-
you notes, and repaying personal obligations come naturally. You think of gratitude in terms of
individual responsibility and reciprocity.If you emphasize we and emotions, gratitude might well
up in your heart when you are with others expressing appreciation—singing the national anthem,
celebrating the victory of a favorite sports team, worshipping in church or synagogue, or
gathering around the family table. You experience gratitude through family, community, and
national celebration and festivity.If you emphasize we and ethics, you might define gratitude as
social responsibility that demands action through public commitments to charity, stewardship,
volunteerism, and social institutions. You believe that gratitude is an essential foundation of civic
life, taking pride in doing good.Such emphases emerge from our personalities, life experiences,
faith traditions, and what we learned in school or from our parents. Most of us lean toward one of
these understandings of gratitude more than the others. Yet thinking of gratitude as only one
aspect of the larger field of thankfulness throws the whole thing off balance. If you emphasize
gratefulness as your own feelings, the chart might turn into something like this, a disordered,
disconnected, and distorted view of gratitude:Of course, a different chart can be drawn for each
of the different preferences. When we see gratitude this way, the challenge becomes obvious.
With diverse understandings of gratitude, we run the risk of not noticing the expectations of
other people. And we might not even notice when we are grateful. I have learned that I
emphasize me and emotions, although I grew up in a me and ethics household—one attuned to
a strong personal obligation toward benefactors. No wonder I felt bad about gratitude. My family
minimized my natural inclination toward grateful emotions in favor of personal duties related to
giving thanks. Neither of these forms is bad or good; they are just different. Not surprisingly,
because I did not share my family’s perspective, I felt like a failure.In order to develop a mature
sense of gratefulness, we need to strengthen all four dimensions and be aware of the
connections between them, developing a way of life that attends to our feelings and actions in
relation to gifts and does so personally and communally. We need to open our eyes to a fuller
vision of gratitude to grow in well-being and live compassionately together.AN
INVITATIONAlthough it pains me to confess it, I have spent much of my life worried that I was an
ingrate. I did not mean to be one. It was not intentional. Gratitude was hard. I did not really
understand it. Others misunderstood how I experienced it. I disliked the notion of debt and duty
and required reciprocity. I did not choose to be thankless. Mine was a sin of omission, not



commission.Eventually, however, ingratitude caught up with me. I realized I needed to do better,
understand more deeply, and trust that a life of thankfulness held out new possibilities for hope,
joy, and love. What follows in these pages are not the findings of an expert, but the wonder and
surprise of someone who has discovered that—even in midlife—gratefulness can change things.
A lot of things. Really surprising things that helped me see my own life, my work, and the world
from the perspective of gifts and responsiveness, empowering me with deeper resilience and a
more profound sense of compassion for my neighbor’s well-being. Gratitude has made me more
aware of sacredness and the Spirit, more committed to justice and politics.Here I share those
discoveries, drawn from science, sociology, and spirituality. Gratitude integrates the sciences
and faith in surprising and refreshing ways, showing they are not in tension, but together reveal
healing dimensions of human experience. When speaking of faith, I draw mostly from
Christianity not because I think Christianity is the best, but because that is the tradition I know
best. Jesus stood in the great line of Hebrew prophets who said quite a bit about gratitude—
most of it radical, political, and transformative. As part of my own journey, I have learned that
gratitude is a central theme in the Bible, and that it is also central to all great ethical systems and
religions. Giving thanks may well be the primary practice shared by religious—and nonreligious
—people. This is not a religion book. Rather, it is a gratitude book that takes faith, the Bible, and
theology seriously as an aspect of the grateful life. I hope you have patience with me when I write
of Jesus (I think you will find the Jesus in these pages surprising); and I trust you will freely
translate my Christian stories into the stories of thanksgiving from your own tradition and life.
Gratitude is not the exclusive possession of any single way; rather, it is truly a path that
welcomes all.I have called this chapter a “confession.” Making this gratitude confession did not
come easily. I also know that confession is spiritually empty without “amendment of life.”
Confession is a call to do something, to change, to live a different way. Admitting I was at a loss
when it came to being thankful led me to learn gratitude afresh, to practice thanks in new ways,
and to act on behalf of others with more grace. When I started down this path, it seemed like
penance. But then it became a pilgrimage, a journey from “no thanks” to a more grateful life.If
you are eager to experience the transformative power of gratitude, I invite you to join me. Think
of this book as a kind of “thanksgiving” table, one set with words. Listen to tales of gifts and
grace. Bring your own. You might just find yourself more grateful too.IMe: EmotionGifts and
ThanksEverything is a gift. The degree to which we are awake to this truth is a measure of our
gratefulness, and gratefulness is a measure of our aliveness.—DAVID STEINDL-RAST1Feeling
GratefulGrace and gratitude belong together like heaven and earth. Grace evokes gratitude like
the voice an echo. Gratitude follows grace like thunder lightning.1—KARL BARTHI poked my
head out the back door and called: “Rembrandt! Remmie! Come in! Come in, boy!”No response.
I surveyed the yard.“Rembrandt, where are you?”In recent months, the dog had slowed down
quite a bit. Age was taking a toll, as were the seizures that he occasionally suffered. Sometimes I
rubbed his back knowingly, “We don’t have much time left, little friend.”“Rembrandt!
REMBRANDT?” I called with more urgency.I walked outside and looked around. He was not



there.Sweat poured from my forehead, panic increasing as my anxiety multiplied in the early
morning heat. Memphis forecasters had predicted unusually high temperatures and humidity for
the next week. These professionals were used to Southern summers, but even they said it would
be bad—dangerous really. “Stay indoors, stay hydrated,” they warned. Where was that dog? This
weather is bad for him.Then I saw it: a small opening in the fence off the porch. A decade earlier,
I had gotten Rembrandt from a shelter. He had been a runaway. No one came to claim him.
When we met, he was little more than a puppy, a black terrier mix of some sort who could have
doubled for Toto in The Wizard of Oz. He had that same spirit too, ready to jump out of a basket
and run down whatever road was before him. He hated confinement—the spirit of escape never
left him. He loved to jump, squeeze, explore. I stared at the hole in the fence knowing it had
beckoned an elderly canine to adventure. He was gone.For four of the hottest days in the history
of Memphis, we searched for him, around our neighborhood, near the zoo, at Overton Park. We
hung up signs, called the shelter. He needed water and food and medicine to survive. I was
frantic. I could not imagine my beloved dog dying, starving and alone. Through several difficult
years of my own life, including graduate school, losing my job, and getting divorced, Rembrandt
had been my most faithful companion. I could not bear to lose him this way. I could not sleep. I
could not stop crying.Someone called us saying she had seen him, taken him in for a day, and
fed him before he ran off again. My heart raced: he was still alive! Then another neighbor
reached us with news that Rembrandt had been found stumbling down a street, suffering from
dehydration. My husband drove to their house, picked up the dog, and immediately took him to
the vet. I stayed home and kept a worried vigil by the front window.What seemed like hours
passed. Finally, the car pulled up. I raced outside, threw the door open, and grabbed Rembrandt
from the seat, nearly crushing him in a motherly embrace. His hair was matted and covered with
thorns and brambles. He was beat up and exhausted, but that did not matter. His eyes told the
truth—he was glad to be home. He nuzzled me and licked my face. What was lost had been
found.“You are home! Home! Never, never, never run away again,” I laughed and scolded while
tears streaked my cheeks. “Thank you! Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!” I was speaking to the
dog, my neighbors, my husband, and God all at the same time. All my feelings of fear and grief
were overwhelmed by a far more powerful emotion: gratitude.GRATITUDE AS EMOTIONAt its
simplest level, gratitude involves feelings. We feel thankful. It is a natural response to certain
circumstances. Some event transpires, and we feel grateful for a particular resolution—a good
medical test for ourselves or a loved one, missing a collision with an oncoming car, the safe birth
of a baby, a new job or financial provision, a child’s graduation from high school or admission to
a good college, and any number of life’s surprises or events. As a feeling, however, gratitude is
more complex than, say, happiness or sadness. Gratitude involves a set of emotional responses
that merge with certain circumstances to cause us to feel what we experience as gratefulness.
When Rembrandt was lost and then found, I felt love for him, fear over his loss and perhaps
death, relief at his being found, appreciation toward neighbors and my husband, and the
gladness of reunion. To share this story on social media would require a string of emoticons, as



no single “face” would capture the full sense of gratitude.Many experiences of gratitude combine
love, anxiety, relief, and gladness, but others do not. You might feel thankful that it did not rain
during your beach weekend. Those are feelings of appreciation and enjoyment. Feeling grateful
for a new job might be caused by the fact that your last job was so awful that you could not bear
it another minute—you might be thankful to have escaped! Over the years, I have known people
to experience intense gratitude after leaving abusive relationships or bad marriages. Those are
feelings of release and moving on.Gratitude often pairs with achievement and reward. Work well
done, a long project completed, an idea carried through: these are all episodes of resolution and
satisfaction that result in genuine thankfulness. Spending time in nature feeling connected with
the world often elicits gratitude. A sunrise might make us happy for the miracle of a new day; a
mountain vista can call forth a sense of awe that moves the soul toward thanksgiving. Seeing a
beautiful painting, attending a concert, or reading a well-written novel brings forth feelings of
appreciation for the talent of the artist or author and a sense of amazement at having received a
gift from a stranger. Even though these situations differ widely, they all elicit something we call
gratitude.So what is gratitude? In each of the previous examples, it becomes easy to see three
things that are true about feeling grateful. First, the situation matters. Whether an event
engenders positive or negative emotions depends on the situation. Changing jobs can
sometimes cause stress instead of elation and anticipation, completing a project might bring
sadness rather than joy, a mountain might be an obstacle to climb rather than an inspiring vista,
and writing a paper might just be an onerous class assignment instead of a welcome challenge.
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L. E. Schwenk, “I strongly recommend this book.. I’ve just read”Big D’s” review and I must
respond. Of course you will be disappointed in something if it doesn’t fit your way of thinking. You
presented a very dualistic worldview and gratitude lays dualism to rest. Every life is presented
with challenges and the author has opened up to her readers about a particular one in her life.
Any reader can relate generally, if not specifically. That you may disagree with her and thus slam
the book shows no curiosity, no respect for diversity of opinion. Her book IS a triumphant song of
gratitude to God for Bass is quite clear that within the tumultuous times we are experiencing,
God is present and active. I strongly recommend this book. Especially if you think it might
challenge some of your own assumptions. The Reign of God is a rainbow of world views,
experiences, etc. There is much to be grateful for in this book.”

Cathryn Conroy, “A Non-Preachy Blueprint for Developing and Perfecting the Habit of Gratitude.
This book gave me goosebumps. And I mean that in a very positive way.So much of what author
Diana Butler Bass writes is filled with such a bold, no-holds-barred understanding of the human
condition that her words resonated so deeply, I got goosebumps.Being grateful is more than
writing a thank-you note, although that's always a good thing to do. Being grateful is a way of life
that you embrace not only spiritually and emotionally, but also physically. This is a how-to guide
to the myriad ways we can give thanks—from saying thank you to grandparents for birthday
checks to praying thanks to God for our very existence. Best of all, it's filled with practical and
effective techniques on how to become more grateful.While gratitude may be a spiritual
technique, it is much more than that. When done right, it becomes a habit and one that is so
ingrained that it actually shapes who you are as a human being. Bass says, "Feeling grateful
empowers the soul." Most important, gratitude is not about material goods. Instead, it's an
emotional response to the surprises that life holds, as well as a disposition that you can actually
choose and cultivate even when life feels scary, sad, or threatening. Yes, gratitude is a feeling,
but even more so, it's an action.This is a very personal book as Bass shares stories from her
own life, some of which are deeply private and so were probably difficult to put out there is so
public a way. But the stories all serve to show how—even under the most difficult of
circumstances—she still managed to develop the habit of gratitude.The superpower of this book
is that it is essentially a non-preachy blueprint for developing and perfecting your own sense of
gratitude. And in this sense, it can be life-changing in a myriad of positive ways.”

K. Roth, “Truly grateful for "Grateful"!!. It is easy to be grateful about the obvious - a beautiful day,
our families, our friends. What I really love about this book is that it makes you think much more
deeply about gratitude even in situations where there may be little for which to be grateful. THAT
is the part that is truly transformative. While the book has a "Christian" perspective, it can and
should be read by everyone regardless of their faith (or no faith) because gratitude is a trait we



all can use a little more of.”

Mochel Morris, “A Seriously Subversive Subject. Before GRATEFUL came out, I wondered how
it could possibly be about justice. Now I know; it is a seriously subversive book. It turns the world
upside down, just like a Kindom that I know about. The quid pro quo of this world does not like
real gratitude that has no strings attached. As I talked with a group today, they began asking
questions that were revealing about some of their own life experiences: "Is paying it forward a no-
strings attached gratitude?" "How can there be no expectations in return?" and a comment that
for their entire life they have been taught that one has to do for others just to get people to like or
accept one. I could see cracks opening up. Great book, Diana. Thank you.”

Robin B. Anderson, “A Great Book to Read With Others: Book Clubs, Bible Studies, Entire
Churches. The insights in this book are definitely needed right now! When I read Grateful, I
found the book to be so meaningful and helpful for me personally that I, a pastor, recommended
it to my entire congregation. I preached a 5 week sermon series on themes in Grateful as church
members read the book independently. This summer we have blank prayer flags in the
sanctuary. Each week, parishioners are invited to write what they are grateful for on a flag. As we
watch our expressions of gratitude multiply each week, a new spirit of thankfulness is growing
within our faith community. Diana Butler Bass' book Grateful has sparked many conversations
within the congregation and is helping us find gratitude in a time when many are overwhelmed.
Her book is accessible, personal, and contains a perfect balance of poetic storytelling, research
to back up her assertions, and practical helps. I highly recommend it!”

clytaemnestra, “Grateful to Diana Butler BAss!. This is a well written and encouraging book.
There is a difference between a cognitive knowledge that everything we have been given is a
gift and actually consciously naming the things we are grateful for on a daily basis. This book
has encouraged me to name those blessings. Thankful to the author - being grateful does make
you  a more contented person!”

Anne Martin, “Best book I have read on this subject. Following her award winning spiritual book
called Grounded, Diana Butler Bass has written another wonderful book on gratitude. I read both
of these books through the library, but decided that I wanted them permanently in my own
collection so that I could re-read them both at any time. This used book arrived in pristine
condition several days ago. Kudos to the seller! Very pleased with this purchase.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Great for Book Clubs. We used this book for a group study. Interesting,
engaging, easy to read and discuss. Fascinating way to explore gratitude at a deeper level.”

The book by Diana Butler Bass has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 311 people have provided feedback.
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