
Grateful, Generous People

Isaiah 58:1-9a (9b-12); *Psalm 112:1-9, (10); 1 Corinthians 2:1-12 (13-16); Matthew 5:13-20

Those who honour the Lord, who adore God’s commandments, are truly happy! (CEB)

Our psalm for this day is the exuberant praise of a very happy, happy person, the song of a grateful

person, a person who is able to enumerate the good that God has given.

Maybe you like me remember hearing as a child the old, old song “Count Your Blessings:”

When upon life’s billows you are tempest-tossed,

When you are discouraged, thinking all is lost,

Count your many blessings, name them one by one,

And it will surprise you what the Lord has done. (Johnson Oatman, 1897)

Discouraged? Fear that “all is lost”? Then “Count your many blessings, name them one by

one, And it will surprise you what the Lord has done.” The remedy for feelings of despair and

heartache is simple: count your blessings. Be grateful. Gratitude fixes discouragement.

The song’s sentiments are, well, sentimental. You can tell that “Count Your Blessings” was

written over a century ago. We all know that gratitude doesn’t fix all discouragement and feelings of

being lost. For many, there’s no way that the number of blessings always outweighs the number of

woes. How can they be expected to “count their blessings” and think that’ll fix their problems?

And yet, sentimental though the old song may be, it comes very close to some of the claims of

this Sunday’s psalm, Psalm 112, particularly when the old song says that you should count your

blessings “one by one” and be surprised “what the Lord has done.”

Those who honour the Lord, who adore God’s commandments,…. [blessings are now

counted] are truly happy!...The offspring of those who do right will be blessed; wealth and

riches….?will never be shaken;…?will be remembered forever!...?won’t be frightened at bad news.
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Their hearts are steady,…?they aren’t afraid.?…they will witness their enemies’ defeat. (112:1–8)

That’s a great deal of blessing promised to “those who honour the Lord, who adore God’s

commandments.”

Count your many blessings, name them one by one,

And it will surprise you what the Lord has done.

Note how Psalm 112 begins: Praise the Lord!...?honour the Lord, or, to put it in the contex t of

the rest of the psalm, show gratitude toward the Lord. “Be grateful to the Lord!”

I may be wrong, but I think that gratitude has been an emotion in short supply in recent years.

I’m sure that my parent’s generation was more grateful than my generation. Perhaps they were

grateful because they lived through war and depression. Many of them knew true deprivation. They

were grateful that they made it through all that.

My generation knew some wars and there were economic ups and downs but little true

deprivation for most of us. Perhaps that led many of us to have a sense of privilege and entitlement:

what I have is what I earned, what I deserve. The good that came my way was not so much

“blessing” as my just desserts, what I was entitled to receive.

Not much gratitude emerges from someone who has that world view, that entitled sense of

self.

Perhaps because we have become a culture in which gratitude is in short supply, gratitude has

now become a subject of some serious scientific study. For some years now, Dr. Robert Emmons

has been studying gratitude at the Greater Good Science Center at the University of California at

Berkeley. Emmons defines gratitude as “a specific way of thinking about receiving a benefit and

giving credit to others beside oneself for that benefit.”

In a 2013 article, “Five Myths about Gratitude,” Dr. Emmons says he has solid evidence for his
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claim that gratitude is linked to many psychological, physical, and social benefits like stronger

immune systems, lower blood pressure, more feelings of joy, and a greater sense of social

connection.[1]

And yet, according to Dr. Emmons, there are some “myths” about gratitude. A primary myth is

“Gratitude leads to complacency”—that if you’re grateful, you won’t be motivated to challenge the

status quo or improve your lot in life, satisfied, complacent, lazy and lethargic, resigning yourself to

injustice rather than attempting to change the situation.

Dr. Emmons says that complacency due to gratitude is a myth. His studies show that

“Gratitude not only doesn’t lead to complacency, it drives a sense of purpose and a desire to do

more.” When Dr. Emmons and his fellow researchers asked people to identify six personal goals on

which they want to work—academic, spiritual, social, or health-related goals (like losing weight)—they

found that if participants kept a “gratitude journal,” recording five things for which they’re grateful

once a week (that is, counting their blessings), they exerted more effort toward those goals than

participants who didn’t practice gratitude. The grateful group made 20 percent more progress toward

their goals than the ungrateful group.

Another “myth of gratitude” says Dr. Emmons is the erroneous belief that gratitude makes us

smug, content with what we’ve got without a sense of responsibility for the needs of others.

Somehow the grateful group felt that their gifts of good health, plentiful wealth, or a high intelligence

gave them greater responsibility to use their gifts well. Dr. Emmons goes on to say that gratitude

inspires “pro-social” behavior such as generosity, compassion, and charitable giving rather than

passivity or resignation. Gratitude motivates people to go out and do things for others: to give back

from some of the store of goodness they have received.

And right there my ears perked up. Psalm 112 moves from a claim that to worship God is to be
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grateful to God, to be grateful to God is to “count your blessings” that are given by God and also that

those who are blessed by God are called to shine as lights in the world, giving generously to others.

The psalmist says that grateful people are generous people.

Dr. Emmons reports that gratitude research even found that children who demonstrated that

they were more grateful than their peers at age 10 (“Say ‘thank you’ for the candy”) by age 14

performed more “pro-social activities” and felt “greater social integration.” They wanted to give back

to their community and family by doing things that made life better for others.

I think in our culture gratitude can be a challenge because to feel and to express gratitude

means requires that we recognize our dependence upon others. I’m sure that Psalm 112 would say

that gratitude requires that we acknowledge our dependence upon, and the benef its we’ve received

from, God. Perhaps that’s why most of us are better givers than receivers, good at claiming a great

deal for our own efforts and failing to acknowledge what we’ve been given or to be grateful for our

blessings.

Gratitude can reveal our sense of indebtedness and obligation. If I have been given my life,

then I must show proper care for the gift that I’ve been given. Dr. Emmons says that gratitude isn’t

just a nice, warm, fuzzy feeling. Gratitude “has responsibilities that go along with it.”

“Amen,” says the psalmist, the singer of the song that is Psalm 112.

Those who praise God and contemplate God’s works (not a bad definition for what we try to

do here on most Sundays),

Shine in the dark for others who do right.

They are merciful, compassionate, and righteous.…Lend generously…conduct their affairs

with justice….They give freely to those in need. (112:4–5,9)

Studies of Christian stewardship—the way Christians use their money—always show that at
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the top of the list for reasons for generosity, right there at the top, there’s always gratitude. Giving

people tend to be grateful people. Those who know God’s generosity tend to be generous. They

shine as lights to all because:

They are merciful, compassionate, and righteous.…Lend generously…conduct their affairs

with justice….They give freely to those in need.

The open hand that receives blessings (and knows blessedness) tends to be the open hand

that gives generously.

By the way, Dr. Emmons says his research shows that you don’t have to be religious to be

grateful. I’m sure this is true. A person who doesn’t know God as the giver of blessings can still feel

grateful for blessings received. And yet Psalm 112 would perhaps say that to be religious—to worship

and serve a bountiful God—is to be grateful. People who see their lives as gifts of God, who believe

that God has placed them in a web of dependency upon and relationship with others (that is, people

like you who gather this day to praise and thank God) are also the people who openhandedly

respond to and take responsibility for the needs of others.

A major part of this service of Christian worship has been consumed with thanksgiving.

Worship enables us, encourages us to show our gratitude. We worship here on Sunday so that as

we go forth from this place of worship, a major part of our week might be consumed with

thanksgiving. The Christian life consists not so much of obeying God’s rules or of carefully watching

our steps but of showing gratitude through our acts of generosity. We come here to church and we

“count our blessings.” We go forth from church determined to be God’s blessing for a world in need.

We who have gratefully received Christ’s light, shine in the dark for others. Thanks be to God. Amen.

[1]  Robert Emmons, “Five Myths about Gratitude,” Greater Good (University of California-Berkeley), accessed

February 7, 2020, https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/five_myths_about_gratitude
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