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Reading 

The Moment 

by Margaret Atwood 

The moment when, after many years 

of hard work and a long voyage 

you stand in the centre of your room, 

house, half-acre, square mile, island, country, 

knowing at last how you got there, 

and say, I own this, 

 

is the same moment when the trees unloose 

their soft arms from around you, 

the birds take back their language, 

the cliffs fissure and collapse, 

the air moves back from you like a wave 

and you can't breathe. 

 

No, they whisper. You own nothing. 

You were a visitor, time after time 

climbing the hill, planting the flag, proclaiming. 

We never belonged to you. 

You never found us. 

It was always the other way round.  

Growing Through Gratitude 

Just this Friday we had a day here in Easton that grabbed our breath. Brilliant blue skies and 

fresh cool air. After a morning meeting at the fellowship, I walked outside and around this 

building. I walked around twice. I was in awe. Beyond the skies, the grounds were inviting. 

From the beautiful choices of plants, to the mowed lawn, to toys in buckets at the ready.  

How blessed am I to have been able to call this fellowship my religious home for almost a year.  

It was a year ago this weekend that I offered my final sermon at the UU Congregation of 

Rockville. I had been their intern and then summer minister. That day I offered my thanks for the 

congregation’s courage to reach out to an intern and offer me a safe space to learn and grow. I 

ended saying, “It’s been a space to love and to be loved as a part of an amazing religious 

community. Thank you.” A year later, I still lean on what I learned at Rockville and am grateful.  

I add to my list of teachers, this congregation and say thank you. Thank you for our year of being 

with one another.  
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Gratitude builds on gratitude.  

This summer at UUFE we’ve declared a ‘Summer of Gratitude’ and invited everyone to explore 

the spiritual practice of explicitly noting down what we are grateful for each day on the bue 

sheets. The directions were to respond to the prompt: ‘What am I grateful for today?’  with a 

word, or phrase, or sentence or more… 

I’m guessing some tried it for a day or two. A few for a week? A few copies are possibly buried 

on kitchen counters and office desks? For some, a new spiritual practice? Maybe the word 

‘gratitude’ wedged in your head a bit.  

I posted my copy on our refrigerator. I noticed my husband adding a word or two now and then.  

I was out of town for a few days and came home to a posting, ‘Grateful that I wasn’t stressed at 

all (really not stressed at all) when I spilled a can of paint.’ His gratitude and an interesting 

conversation opener all in one.  

On my list, “Twix Bar after time in traffic”…”doing routine errands with my old friend Christina 

visiting from Boston…” … “red and purple flowers that I didn’t choose or plant flourishing in 

the front yard”… “well-stocked grocery shelves”  

As I located a pen to write and think of my phrase for the day, I’d try to remember to breathe. I 

try to use the moment to stop all the doing and just be present to the moment. Listen to my heart.  

The opportunity to serve this congregation has dominated my year. Learning to pause is a big 

part of ministry – of spiritual practice. Often in these pauses I’ve been reminded I didn’t become 

a minister on my own. At times when a sermon just won’t gel, or I encounter something new, it 

helps when I remind myself I don’t need to be a minister alone. I have lifelines to call on - 

ministry is a shared journey. In these moments my friends, I am deeply grateful for our 

partnership.  

What are you grateful for today? Who are you grateful for?  

Every Thursday I arrive at UUFE for office hours, I am grateful for Debbie Simpers and Ann 

Davis preparing the order of service. Each Friday, I’m grateful for Samie McFadden arriving at 

10 a.m. and getting out the Friday Batch email that appears in your inboxes by noon.  

Offering gratitude is a chance to name what and who we depend upon.  

So, I re-ask my earlier question on gratitude in a different form, ‘Who or what do you depend 

upon?’  

In an article titled ‘The Heart of Our Faith’ in UU World magazine (Spring 2007), Reverend 

Galen Guengerich, minister of All Souls Unitarian Church in New York City, describes, “The 

discipline of gratitude is about knowing how much we have been given and acknowledging the 

scope of our dependence.”    
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He continues, “…Nothing – not people, not rocks, not galaxies – are what they are in 

isolation…As humans, we are dependent on the parents that conceived us, the plants and animals 

who daily give our lives for our nourishment, the trees that reverse our cycle of taking in oxygen 

and giving off carbon dioxide, and the sun that warms the atmosphere and lights our path. In 

every respect we are utterly dependent.”    

Gratitude is a reminder of our many points of connection. It is also a counter message to our 

pride in our self-reliance. Yes, we are grateful for our skills of survival, important skills of 

understanding how to take responsibility to be sure. Yet, even in our most self-reliant moments, 

expressing gratitude reminds us we can’t do it ‘all’ alone.  

In an oft told story in my family, my mother recalls an afternoon when I was two. As she got me 

dressed for a neighbor’s birthday party (likely a first one for me) she was brushing my hair. 

Allegedly I grabbed the brush, declaring, “I’ll do it myself. And I’m going to walk to the party 

by myself too.” Got to wonder who had made breakfast for me that day, bought the clothes…? 

In 2011 Elizabeth Warren campaigned for the US Senate, and considered the role of government, 

taxes, and others this way, “There is nobody in this country who got rich on his own — nobody. 

You built a factory out there? Good for you. But I want to be clear. You moved your goods to 

market on the roads the rest of us paid for. You hired workers the rest of us paid to educate. You 

were safe in your factory because of police-forces and fire-forces that the rest of us paid for.” 

What or who do you depend upon?  

Religious traditions, whether expressing dependency on God, or on dependency on ancestors, or 

dependency on community, have long put gratitude at the center of story and prayer. 

In the New Testament Phillipians 4:13 we hear, “I can do all things through him who strengthens 

me.” Here is not a message God will be doing the doing, but an expression of dependable 

strength and support.   

The Book of Psalms in the Hebrew Bible gives voice to struggles. In an almost formulaic 

reminder we hear, (e.g. Psalm 136:1) “Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good, for his steadfast 

love endures forever.” A direction to ‘give thanks’ for dependable love. Similarly I end our 

services with a reassurance, “Love that surrounds you wherever you may go.”  

At my mother’s memorial service a few years ago, I spoke of her legacy of thank you notes. I 

knew I had been taught to write them, and did pretty well with my own children. But I was never 

in my mother’s league. She’d write a note each time she received a gift, or a card. She wrote 

each time she visited, often acknowledging a small detail I thought had gone unnoticed. She’d 

write notes to friends. Her thanks spilled to a practice of ‘thinking of you’ notes – often a few 

times a month for years to a friend struggling with chronic illness or dementia.  



4 
 

A legacy of ‘thank you,’ and yet I forget. In my busy-ness it feels too time consuming – 

hmmm—what, about 5 minutes? I found in the notes of condolence after her death how much 

her expressions of thanks had mattered to so many.         

What are you grateful for today? What do you depend upon?     

What about when finding something to be grateful for is difficult, really difficult.    

Father Henri Nouwen, a Catholic priest from Holland, was known for his interfaith work on 

peacekeeping. An advocate of expressing gratitude, he finds, “To be grateful for the good things 

that happen in our lives is easy, but to be grateful for all of our lives – the good as well as the 

bad, the moments of joy as well as the moments of sorrow, the successes as well as the failures, 

the rewards as well as the rejections – that requires hard spiritual work.”  

Robert Emmons, is a psychologist who studies the measurable benefits of gratitude observes, 

“No one signs up in a class in adversity in order to develop character. …Yet historical examples 

and contemporary research have shown that trials result in positive character changes.” He 

explores the ties between our suffering and our growth, and finds growth comes as we “extract 

blessings from adversity.” He is not talking about a brushing off of the challenge – a silver lining 

as a diversion to ignore the pain, but rather a pause to notice acts of kindness or new revelations 

in times of challenge.   

These past few weeks I’ve wondered - Just how did my practice of naming my own gratitude, 

and my encouraging members of my congregation to do the same, accomplish anything 

meaningful as we watched the news over the last weeks? How does a spiritual practice of daily 

gratitude offer guidance in a month of headlines of passenger planes being shot down? Or 

violence in Gaza? Or further gun violence in our own cities?  

Does finding the good in a day, and a focus on gratitude in my life and community, move toward 

nonviolence? Toward peace?  I’ve even wondered, does being grateful for a beautiful July while 

the world is in deep pain isolate more than connect?   

We can’t un-shoot a plane, or bring teens caught in cross fire back to life. Yet, there is value in 

seeing and lifting up our blessings in a spirit of gratitude.  

Father Nouwen describes a deep tie between peacemaking and our practices of expressing 

gratitude: “If we are going to spend the rest of our lives resisting war, poverty and nuclear 

weapons…and not give in to despair because of our apparent ineffectiveness, we have to count 

our blessings. We have to celebrate life. We have to be grateful for the simple gifts--being alive, 

being healthy, being loved by God and others, being called to love and serve others.”  

He urged people to practice gratitude as a daily discipline so that instead of being cynical, bitter, 

mean, resentful or violent, we are grateful. He had confidence that from this base of gratitude, 

peace will blossom within us, and from there will spread around us. He saw gratitude will work 
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among us “to lead those around us from pain, anger, despair and violence to know the peace of 

gratitude.” I wonder? He imagines, “When the sounds of gratitude are heard, the sounds of war 

fall silent…People will look at each other and tears will come to their eyes when they realize that 

once they spent all their time and energy to build a hell in which they could burn each other.”  

Can I see this path too? I want to.  

What helps me is Nouwen’s phrase, “People will look at each other…” “ It is in this seeing one 

another’s humanity we have hope. Violence happens when the other is dehumanized. When we 

look past another and don’t see they too experience pain. Nouwen lifts the connective force in 

gratitude, reminding us that gratitude helps us see one another as sisters and brothers. We are an 

interdependent web – deeply connected.  

It begins each time we reach out. As we teach peace to our children – this week offering tools in  

at our first UUFE Peace Camp -- we cultivate a spirit of gratitude. As we say thank you, write 

thank you notes, and notice who and what we grateful for we grow. Gratitude builds upon 

gratitude. May our practices of gratitude help us see one another and name what we are grateful 

for – to say our thanks a loud.   

It’s a year later, and once again I close a sermon by saying to a congregation ‘thank you’ for our 

shared ministry.  

Blessed Be and Amen 


