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Targeted  and Untargeted Gratitude

“the norm of reciprocity.” One knows whom to thank. Knowing from whom a gift comes surfaces 
an array of emotions from appreciation to humility and feelings of dependence and the 
obligations of debt.

A second kind of gratitude, referred to as “untargeted gratitude,” relates to the field of grace 
rather than the exchange of benefit. This form is “the emotional state of feeling grateful when 
there is no one to thank.”

In the past, mostly because we could only imagine gratitude as a closed circle, we often turned 
“untargeted gratitude” toward a specific target: God…. And the response? Thank you, God! Say a 
prayer. Do a good deed for someone else as a demonstration of thanks. Donate money for a new 
stained-glass window in the church. No gratitude could ever be diffuse or “untargeted” in that 
universe. God was the Heavenly Benefactor, the One who gave you everything you needed and 
only wanted your thanks in return.

Making God a personal benefactor in these cases creates difficult questions about God—
questions that cause many thoughtful people to reject all notions of God, if not providence 
altogether. 

In the New Testament, there is an interesting verse about gratitude: “Every generous act of 
giving, with every perfect gift, is from above, coming down from the Father of lights, with whom 
there is no variation or shadow due to change” (James 1:17). At first glance, this verse might 
seem to make God the ultimate benefactor. But this is not about targeted gift giving from God, 
who is handing out goodies and wants thank-you notes in return. Instead, “every” gift and 
“every” act of giving is a reflection of the light—the most diffuse of all divine metaphors!—shed 
upon the whole world, a light that shines everywhere, all the time, accessible to all. The 
emphasis is on that which is untargeted, not the divine benefactor. 

These words echo Jesus’s claim that the sun rises and the rain falls on the “righteous and the 
unrighteous” (Matt. 5:45). Yes, the New Testament records some specific, targeted miracles. But 
far more often, Jesus speaks of a wildly untargeting God—one who lavishes drunken wedding 
guests with even more and finer wine, who throws seed around with abandon, who issues 
invitations to the unnamed poor to dine, who throws a party for a profligate son, and who 
multiplies fish and bread so that thousands might eat not once but twice. On a massive crowd 
relentlessly pursuing him, he showers blessings: “Blessed are the poor! Blessed are those who 
hunger!” (Matt. 5:3, 6). Standing up on an ancient hill, Jesus yells out: “Presents for everyone!” 

These gifts are not targeted. They simply are. They are not obligations to be repaid; rather, they 
are gifts to be enjoyed. There are no expectations of exchange. No transaction involved.

Piglet noticed that even though he had a Very Small Heart, it could hold a rather large amount 
of Gratitude. —A. A. MILNE
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A Grateful Heart
The seat of gratitude is the heart.

Indeed, multiple studies demonstrate connections between well-being (life satisfaction and 
happiness), physical health, and gratitude.

In addition to heart health, gratitude has also been linked to emotional well-being, lower levels of 
anxiety and depression, decreased panic attacks and phobias, reduced risk of alcoholism and 
substance abuse, and longevity (yes, grateful people live longer). Researchers found that thankful 
people live happier lives as well—they are more attentive to pleasure, experience less envy, are 
more contented, and retain good memories of the past easily.

Turning the Train Around

Although my fundamentalist friends had clearly defined feelings as “less than,” most white 
American Protestants (and many white Catholics as well) also live in religious cultures of emotional 
constraint. My Methodist parents spoke of Wesley’s strangely warmed heart as part of history, but 
our Methodist church embodied that snarky moniker “God’s frozen chosen,” the style of 
Protestantism in which decorum and order are prized above other aspects. In white churches, 
expressive faith has been left mostly to Pentecostals, but those communities also theologically 
police emotions so as not to let things get too out of hand. Thus, gratitude as a feeling is not 
something easily grasped by even many religious Americans; gratitude is mostly appreciation in 
announcements or thank-you notes or through singing hymns. Many white churches also seem to 
teach gratitude as transaction, a quid pro quo of faith. God loves us, so we must love God back, 
and if we do not, God sends us to hell. This is a deeply inadequate view of gratitude—one that 
diminishes its power as a complex emotional aspect of life. Salvation is just one more transaction 
in a closed cycle of gratitude.

In non-European religious communities, the emotions of gratitude serve as the foundation of 
personal resilience and joy, as a soulful pathway to the truest kinds of freedom and liberation. 
Gratitude can be experienced by anyone, anywhere, without permission and without restraint. No 
external master can either release or inhibit thanksgiving. Gratitude is, perhaps, the most 
immediate and most primal of all spiritual affections—one that makes every human being a priest. 
Feeling grateful empowers the soul.

A good life, including healthy spirituality, incorporates the wide range of human emotions relating 
to each other in ways that make each of us unique and open us to a sense of purpose and 
meaning. Maturity is acting in a manner consistent with our inner reality, integrating feelings with 
intellect and integrity. Maturity is being fearless in face of emotions and owning up to feelings 
denied or derided.

They are not “facts” in the way that scientific or historical data are. But feelings are the data that 
point toward our inner realities. Feelings alert us to what is unresolved in our lives, what is missing 
in our hearts, the brokenness that needs mending, and the relationships that need tending. When 
we do not feel grateful, something is blocking the feelings—and whether that something is learned 
or feared is important to explore.

Suffering and Abuse

It is one thing to explore a family history of negative emotions, and it is a necessary part of 
maturity to take responsibility for the hurt you choose to embrace or the bad feelings you cultivate 
in your own life. But what if negative emotions stem from real sources and are not of your own 
doing, not your own fault? 

Negative emotions are not always our fault. Even so-called negative emotions like envy and greed 
have complex origins.

perpetrators. Gratitude may work miracles, but sometimes the miracle comes from just being able 
to feel anything but pain. Feeling thankful might just have to wait. Gratitude cannot and should 
never be forced or faked, and it is never appropriate to cover up or deny abuse or excuse injustice. 
Indeed, gratitude as a placebo can be another form of abuse that silences those in deep pain with 
false notions of forgiveness, happiness, and well-being.

As human beings, part of our job is to be able to recognize what causes pain, to work toward 
healing, and to learn how to live in the world with empathy, forgiveness, and gratitude. Embracing 
our humanness, with its mixture of sadness and joy, fosters vulnerability and authenticity and takes 
us toward maturity and deep love.



Our emotional lives are like gardens. Experiences are akin to soil, the rich terroir in which our 
feelings grow.

In a very real way, suffering is just the soil. From it grow both negative and positive emotions. The 
negative ones are like weeds in the high summer, the positive ones—including gratitude—too 
often the smallest of shoots. Over the years, I have discovered that hard work on one’s knees is the 
surest way to tend the garden. Both in prayer and in rooting around in the dirt of the soul, I 
recognize the difference between what is fruitful and what will inhibit the growth of goodness and 
then pluck out the invasive species. But, if the work is done, the garden flourishes. And there
gratitude grows. 

The Gift

Gratitude, at its deepest and perhaps most transformative level, is not warm feelings about what 
we have. Instead, gratitude is the deep ability to embrace the gift of who we are, that we are, that 
in the multibillion-year history of the universe each one of us has been born, can love, grows in 
awareness, and has a story. Life is the gift. When that mystery fills our hearts, it overwhelms us and 
a deep river of emotions flows forth—feelings we barely knew we were capable of holding. At that 
moment, we might feel stunned. We might thank God. We might thank our ancestors and the 
random choices they made that created the line that led to us. Mom and dad, the big bang, 
evolution, whatever. But we might also feel the transcendent awe of life, that in the entirety of the 
cosmos, through the enormity of time, I am, you are, we all are. What we feel when we 
contemplate that, that feeling is gratitude.

To feel gratitude is not the caboose of some faith train. It is the beginning. To feel appreciative 
awareness of our own lives—and feel that awareness of the lives of all those around us—is rather 
like being reborn, as we look at ourselves, our experiences, and the world with eyes of surprise and 
wonder. Pay attention to those who have suffered and who found gratefulness. Listen to the voices 
and songs of the marginalized, the thanksgivings of those who have been abused and oppressed. 
Embrace the sorrows of your own heart. These are the teachers of gratitude. Do not be afraid.

“Every hour is grace,” said Elie Wiesel. Yes, an amazing grace. And a gift.




