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LEADER’S GUIDE

Gratitude as a Spiritual Discipline

Gratitude as a Spiritual Discipline
Prayers of thankfulness help us notice God’s abundant gifts. Thankfulness is a wonderful 
companion to other forms of prayer, and it brings balance to our prayers. In thanking God, 
we grow closer in intimacy with God.

Goal for the Session
To explore the role of thankfulness in the Christian life 
and to discuss the obstacles to thankfulness we experi-
ence and the habits that help us nurture thankfulness. 

Preparing for the Session
Read the Participant Handout and Colossians 3:12–17.

If you have time for refl ection or journaling before the 
class session, spend some time considering the role of 
thankfulness in your life. What are you most thankful 
for? What are your greatest obstacles in experiencing 
thankfulness? Have you felt pressured in some settings to 
express thankfulness for things you aren’t actually thank-
ful for? What benefi ts have you experienced when you 
have been thankful? In your experience, is thankfulness 
something that comes naturally at certain times and thus 
shouldn’t be forced, or have you seen benefi ts in develop-
ing habits of thankfulness? Do you have any skepticism 
that we can choose to be thankful? If you explore some of 
these questions before the class session, you will be better 
able to guide the discussion without reacting emotionally 
to the thoughts expressed by participants.

To lead this session you will need the following:

• Copies of the Participant Handout for each 
participant

• Bibles or photocopies of Colossians 3:12–17 

• Name tags (optional)

• Paper (full sheets) and pencils or pens for each 
participant

Arrange the room so it will be easy for participants to 
see one another. If you are expecting fewer than twelve 

to fi fteen people, a circle is best. If you are expecting 
more than fi fteen people, arrange the chairs in curved 
rows if possible. This will make for better conversation. 

Teaching Tip
The topic of thankfulness can be tricky. People who 
struggle with depression are often encouraged to look 
on the bright side, which can feel hurtful in the midst 
of pain. People who have major problems—unemploy-
ment, illness, challenges with children or other family 
members—are often encouraged to think positive so 
things will get better. Some Christians believe we are 
supposed to thank God for everything that happens 
to us. In this discussion, try to affi rm that God calls 
us to be thankful in all things, not for all things. Try to 
affi rm that God invites us to grieve and mourn for bad 
things and to pray passionately that the world will be 
made right. And, at the same time, God does invite us 
to notice where God is at work and to be thankful for 
that. One central issue is balance: our prayers need to 
include thankfulness and praise as well as intercession 
and confession. Many Christians fi nd thankfulness and 
praise diffi cult because it is so easy to focus on what we 
don’t have. Others want to focus on the “bright side” 
of life all the time, because sorrow and sadness are so 
painful. God calls us to embrace the sorrow and pain of 
the world and, at the same time, to notice God’s abun-
dant goodness. Both are true and real and a part of the 
Christian life.

Opening (15 minutes)
1. Writing
Give participants a piece of paper and a pencil or pen 
and tell them that throughout the study, they will be 
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using the paper to write down things they are thankful 
for. Ask them to begin by listing fi ve things they are 
thankful for in God’s creation.

2. Prayer
Ask participants to hold their paper in their hands. Tell 
them you are going to read Psalm 104:1–4 as a prayer. 
Invite them to pray silently with you as you read it. Say 
“Amen” after reading the four verses.

3. Question to Focus the Group
Ask participants to write fi ve things they are thankful 
for about their homes and neighborhoods. Ask them to 
share one or two of the things they have written down 
on their sheets of paper, either about nature or about 
their homes.

Exploring (20 minutes)
4. Discussion of the Bible Passage
Ask if one of the participants would like to read Colos-
sians 3:12–17 aloud. You could also have the group read 
the passage silently. Use the following questions to dis-
cuss the passage for about ten minutes:

• This passage mentions thankfulness several times. 
What do you learn about thankfulness from the 
passage? What is thankfulness connected to in the 
passage?

• In what ways does the passage encourage you in the 
area of thankfulness?

• Does the passage imply that thankfulness is a choice 
or something that occurs spontaneously?

• For you personally, what is the greatest obstacle to 
thankfulness?

Ask participants to go back to their sheet of paper and 
to list fi ve people they are thankful for among their 
family, friends, coworkers, or neighbors.

5. Discussion of the Participant 
Handout
Read the three paragraphs in the section “Thankfulness 
versus Optimism” in the Participant Handout, either 
by having the group read the paragraphs silently or by 

asking participants to read it aloud, each person read-
ing one paragraph. Ask participants to respond to the 
three paragraphs. Are there aspects they agree with or 
disagree with?

Ask participants to write on their papers one more time, 
listing fi ve things they are thankful for about their work, 
including work they do for pay and work at home. 

Read the section of the Participant Handout “Thank-
fulness Today” either by having the group read the 
paragraphs silently or by asking participants to read it 
aloud, each person reading one paragraph. Ask partici-
pants if they have already tried anything listed. Was it 
helpful? Would they like to try something listed? Have 
they engaged in other habits that have helped them 
express thankfulness to God?

Responding (5 minutes)
6. Looking Over the Lists
Ask participants to look at the paper on which they 
have been writing. What did they learn from making 
these lists? Which areas were easiest and which were 
hardest to make lists about? 

Closing (5 minutes)
7. Prayer
Tell the group you will close in prayer by giving every-
one an opportunity to name things and people they are 
thankful for. They are welcome to name them out loud 
or silently. Pray the following prayer: 

Loving God, we want to be aware of your gifts. We 
want to notice your generosity to us. Right now, help 
us to express our thankfulness. There are people in 
our lives who bless us. Brothers and sisters, I invite 
you to name the names of persons you are particu-
larly grateful for today, either out loud or silently. 
(Silence.) Brothers and sisters, I invite you to name 
something that happened in the last week that you 
are particularly grateful for today, either out loud or 
silently. (Silence.) Brothers and sisters, I invite you to 
name an attribute or characteristic of God that you are 
grateful for today. (Silence.) Lord God, for all that we 
have named out loud or in our hearts, we thank you. 
For everything we have listed on our sheets of paper, 
we thank you. Help us to notice your gifts in our lives 
every day. Now we join together in the prayer Jesus 
taught his disciples. (Begin the Lord’s Prayer.)
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Teaching Alternatives
• Discuss the statement in the Participant Handout 

from David Steindl-Rast: “One who says ‘Thank you’ 
to another really says, ‘We belong together.’” In what 
ways does thankfulness to God nurture intimacy 
with God? Ask participants in what ways they have 
experienced this.

• Ask participants to discuss the role of thankfulness 
in their family of origin. Some families major on the 
negative, and being grateful feels like disloyalty. 
Other families are excessively positive, and thankful-
ness is confused with constant optimism. Exploring 
the attitudes toward thankfulness in our families of 
origin can help us perceive obstacles to thankfulness 
we experience today.

• Ask participants to discuss the sections of the Par-
ticipant Handout titled “Thankfulness in the Old 
Testament,” “Thankfulness and Praise,” and “Thank-
fulness in the New Testament.” Is there anything new 

to them in these sections? Which scriptures that are 
mentioned in the text are most signifi cant to them?

• If you would like to continue to make lists of things 
people are thankful for, have them list fi ve things 
they are thankful for about their hobbies and leisure 
activities, their most recent vacation, their church, 
the Bible, or attributes of God.

• Most people have favorite passages in the Bible. Ask 
participants if they have a favorite scripture verse or 
passage that speaks to them about thankfulness.

Key Scriptures
Psalm 92:1–4

Colossians 3:12–17

Philippians 4:6

For More Information
David Steindl-Rast, Gratefulness, the Heart of Prayer: An 
Approach to Life in Fullness (New York: Paulist Press, 1984).
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