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Gratitude is a Social Affair 

I am borrowing a story from Diane Butler Bass’s most recent book, Grateful: The Transformative 
Power of Giving Thanks. I will allow a leading thinker in American religion say it better than I. 

On November 22, 2015, Pastor Jason Micheli stood in the pulpit at Aldersgate United Methodist 
Church in Alexandria, Virginia, and preached a sermon on gratitude. It was before          
Thanksgiving, and it was stewardship season, a time to consider generosity. Thus, a gratitude 
sermon was nothing out of the ordinary. 

This was not an ordinary day. Jason, a forty-something father with young children, was preaching for the first 
time since being diagnosed and treated for an incurable form of cancer. He was better, and the cancer was 
“controlled,” but the congregation knew, he would have chemo every two months for the rest of his life.  

He stood and said: “You all have done so much for us. You’ve fed us and prayed for us. You’ve helped us 
with medical bills and sat with me in the hospital. You were there to catch me when I passed out, and you  
didn’t bat an eye when I puked in your car.” 

He said, “As much as I appreciate it, I actually hate all that help. I’ve always been awful at receiving gifts,” he 
admitted, “I hate feeling like I owe a debt. I was a guy who kept score, which means I didn’t mind you being in 
my debt. I just didn’t want to be in yours.” 

But he learned something: Gratitude is not about repayment of debts. It is about relationships. Through his 
cancer, Jason discovered courage and hope cannot be summoned magically; rather, strength and healing 
came through community. He spoke of the church’s greatest gift to his family: “We can endure all things     
because you’ve been with us. More than all the stuff you’ve done for us, you’ve been with us.” 

With no dry eye in the congregation, he continued, “It was kind of you to share my nightmare. It was kind of 
you to share in my pain and suffering. It was kind of you to share in Ali’s worry, in my boys’ fears and anxiety. 
It was kind of you to make my cancer—our cancer—yours too. Thank you,” he finished, “for being with me.” 

Gratitude is social. It is about, as Pastor Jason learned, “presence, participation, and partnership.” It is about 
being with one another. It is the thread of nature and neighbor, the seemingly fragile strands of gifts and 
goodness that weaves our lives together.  

We will consider together the many aspects of gratitude in the weeks leading up to 
the Thanksgiving. Before we do, I want to thank you for being with me (us) in the  
initial weeks of service together. After all gratitude is not about me, but we…. 

 
 

_____________________ 
1 Excerpted from Grateful: The Transformative Power of Giving Thanks.  Copyright © by Diana Butler Bass. Published by 
HarperOne, an imprint of HarperCollins Publishers. 

https://dianabutlerbass.com/books/grateful-the-transformative-power-of-giving-thanks/























