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The hallowing of the hours in a day is fundamental to a faithful life, and remembering blessings and giving 
thanks is a shared practice across world religions.

Minding the Day

The days could be marked not by heroic spiritual exertion, but by simple, moving phrases of blessing, 
scripture, prayer, and assurance. And always thanks.

The ancient practice did not involve an hour-long Bible study with a highlighter—nor did it focus on 
getting something from God. Almost every rite of prayer at every hour of the day in each of these books 
begins in a similar way, with a form of thanks: 

O come, let us sing to the Lord,

Let u make a joyful noise to the rock of our salvation!

Let us come into his presence with thanksgiving;

Let us make a joyful noise to him with songs of praise!

--Psalm 95:1-2

The daily Hours do not focus on what we want or need. The Hours start with gratitude. Ancient Christian 
wisdom is that the first words of each day should be those of thanks.

The point is to start each day remembering that life is a gift and that we are interdependent with sacred 
presence, natural forces, and human relationships even as we wake. In a very real way, morning gratitude 
is a primary form of mindfulness, a practice of paying attention to abundance and life.

If morning marks the intention to live the day gratefully, night is the time to review, reflect, and offer
thanksgiving. Many spiritual guides recommend writing a few things you were grateful for in a journal
shortly before going to sleep, times during the day when you felt moments of abundance and joy. The 
Jesuits…recommend a prayerful evening review of the day, a practice they call the examen. It involves five
simple steps and centers on gratefulness.

1. Become aware of God’s presence.

2. Review the day with gratitude.

3. Pay attention to your emotions.

4. Choose one feature of the day and pray from it.

5. Look toward tomorrow.

There is a spiritual flow in these steps: awareness, gratitude, affirmations, prayer, and hope.

Like other forms of practice, gratefulness makes us more resilent and flexible, and also offers a 
way to frame and learn from everything that unfolds in our lives. —Kristi Nelson
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Blessings

One of the most interesting studies related to gratitude explores the difficulties and advantages in 
our lives as “headwinds” and “tailwinds.” Headwinds are the resistance one encounters in a race, 
when “the wind is literally in one’s face.” Tailwinds are the opposite, the “wind at one’s back.” 
Researchers Shai Davidai and Thomas Gilovich discovered that people tend to pay more attention 
to life’s headwinds, because they are harder to overcome.  We ignore tailwinds because we adjust 
to the advantages they give us. Tailwind benefits tend to be invisible. But headwinds? We boast of 
fighting them. 

We remember difficult challenges more vividly than what comes easily to us. Because we pay more 
attention to what is hard, what we feel we have worked for, we tend to believe that our own life 
has been full of “barriers and challenges . . . more severe than those experienced by others.” This 
belief, in turn, causes envy. How? As the researchers note, “When people (falsely) believe that 
their road has been especially difficult, they can easily become resentful of those they (falsely) 
believe have had an easier path,” resulting in feelings of thwarted entitlement. “The flip side of this 
toxic stew of resentment, envy, and entitlement,” claim Davidai and Gilovich, “is gratitude.” When 
we overvalue the struggle and challenge of headwinds, we miss the opportunity to be grateful for 
the gifts, the tailwinds, that assist us. “An understanding of how easy it is for people to get in touch 
with their headwinds,” suggest the authors, “and how hard it is to fully appreciate their tailwinds 
can help explain why a consistent connection to gratitude can be so elusive.” Sometimes, we might 
speak of nice things as “blessings,” a kind of pious way of talking about material comfort or 
personal privilege. But what if “blessings” are, at least in part, the “tailwinds” of our lives? The 
invisible benefits that are conferred on us—everything from political policies to economic 
advantages to social relationships—and that we receive unnoticed are, indeed, blessings. In this 
framework, blessings emerge as the contributions others have made to our lives, either as 
personal gifts or gifts of a larger community (things such as a good public school paid for by tax 
money). Blessings are not pious rewards for good behavior. Blessings are the “boost” bestowed on 
us by systems, structures, families, and other benefactors who assist us on our way. Headwinds: 
barriers. Tailwinds: blessings. Headwinds make us say, “I earned this.” Tailwinds should not be 
invisible. Instead, they should call forth, “I received this. I am so grateful.”

Choosing Gratitude as a Way of Life

To choose gratitude is not an act of dogged determination. To choose gratitude is to hear an inner 
urging toward thanks, to be aware of the grace in life, and to respond. This urging comes from 
what Paul calls “spirit” and Jesus calls “heart.” And, for whatever reason, we turn. That single turn 
is a choice; it is not as much will as it is a reply to an invitation for a deeper, better life. We may 
start gratitude practices like writing a journal or listing daily blessings, succeed for a time, and then 
forget and fail. But—and this is the important part—even if a specific technique fails, it has helped 
to create a larger environment of gratefulness. Interventions may be short term, techniques 
difficult to maintain, practices hard to master. But these actions will have shaped a spiritual habitat 
in which new habits can form. In that environment, it becomes easier to choose gratitude the next 
time, with fewer struggles and less guilt, and eventually thanksgiving becomes habitual. Thus, 
habits seed a spiritual habitat in which we can dwell in greater awareness of gratitude, so that 
gratitude enters in and inhabits us. We can intentionally practice gratitude—through greater 
awareness, through specific techniques, by developing new routines, and by strengthening habits 
of gratitude. As we do these things, gratefulness becomes part of who we are. English essayist 
Samuel Johnson once said, “Gratitude is a fruit of great cultivation.” The Christian scriptures liken 
gratitude to joy, a “fruit of the spirit.” Gratitude is not only an emotion; it is something we do. But 
it is not a program. It is like tending a garden. It takes planting and watering and weeding. It takes 
time and attention. It takes learning. It takes routine. But, eventually, the ground yields, shoots 
come forth, and thanksgiving blooms.


