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On Gratitude  

Among the biblical images of gratitude, two episodes in Luke’s gospel stand out. First, 
there is the healing of the ten lepers. Luke writes: “Then one of them, when he saw that 
he was healed, turned back, praising God with a loud voice; and he fell on his face at 
Jesus’ feet, giving him thanks.” In another incident an unnamed woman, described as a 
sinner, comes into a dinner at Simon the Pharisee’s house, and, “standing behind 
[Jesus] at his feet, weeping, she began to wet his feet with her tears, and wiped them 
with the hair of her head, and kissed his feet, and anointed them with ointment.”  

These extravagant gestures show that true gratitude has no limits. Often, when we 
express thanks or show recognition for something someone has done, there is an 
element of trying to repay or to even up the score. But true gratitude is a response to 
true gratuity: no repayment is expected and no repayment is possible.  

We sometimes say we are “indebted” to someone or “owe” them thanks or that they 
“deserve” our gratitude. This language of justice or fairness or reciprocity is often an 
awkward attempt at expressing gratitude. The Psalmist, after all, asks “How can I repay 
the Lord for his goodness to me?” But it is in fact a rhetorical question. The grateful 
person refers to a “debt” less as a calculation of what is owed than as a symbol of 
gratuity: there is no creditor or debtor. The debt is perceived as infinite, and boundless 
gratitude is the only possible response. Gratitude engages the memory (the happy debt 
is recalled over and over) and it engages the affections (it is heartfelt).  

We can glean from these two examples in Luke’s gospel the key characteristics of true 
gratitude. Both the leper and the woman bow to Jesus’ feet: gratitude is humble. Both 
characters cross boundaries of social standing and expected behavior (he is a 
Samaritan; she has no business barging into a Pharisee’s house), indicating that 
gratitude involves self-forgetfulness. The gesture of bowing low also expresses awe, 
awe at such goodness, awe at such gratuity. And, in the end, even though extravagant, 
these are sober gestures: the joy and enthusiasm of gratitude is tempered by respect 
and a sense of unworthiness.  

 Looking at our Cistercian tradition, we can see that cultivating the habit of gratitude has 
always been a priority. Like the healed leper or the forgiven sinner, gratitude is a 
response to the experience of being re-created and given a new chance. As the 
anonymous work On the Inner House puts it:  

Now if we would seek to be set on fire with the love of God, we must remember 
His mercies towards us. Let us bring to mind the good things He has bestowed 



on us. Let us remember how often He has deigned to snatch us from danger, 
and how He has never failed to pity us in our sins. […] He never abandons the 
soul of a sinner, but is ever watchful for an opportunity to turn him away from sin. 
Neither is He ever absent from the souls of the just, so that He may keep them 
safely. Let us recollect how much good God has done to us at times when, far 
from seeking His goodness, we had no desire for Him, and were even turned 
away from Him. How many sins He has forgiven us! How many times has He 
saved us from the snare! How greatly has His fatherly love deigned to come 
down to us, ungrateful and recalcitrant as we are! (Geoffrey Webb and Adrian 
Walker, The School of Self-Knowledge, Fleur de Lys Series 8 [London: Mowbray, 
1956], p. 45)  

Although this sense of being re-made evokes gratitude, there is, as Saint Bernard points 
out, an even deeper level at which God’s gratuity and our gratitude meet:  

Let us, give thanks, brothers, to our Maker, our Benefactor, our Redeemer, our 
Rewarder, to him who is our hope. He is our rewarder; he is our reward, nor 
should we expect from him anything save himself. In the first place, he preserves 
us; we are his; for ‘it is he who made us,’ and not we ourselves. Does it seem to 
you a little thing that he made you? Think of what quality he made you. For even 
with regard to your body he made you a noble creature; and still more so with 
regard to your soul, inasmuch as you are the extraordinary image of the Creator, 
sharing his rationality, capable of eternal happiness. In both body and soul man 
is the most admirable of all creatures, being integrated with himself by the 
incomprehensible ingenuity and unsearchable wisdom of the Creator. Man is 
then as great as this gift itself. But do you realize how gratuitous this is? It is 
obvious that man did not deserve it beforehand because he simply did not exist. 
And once he existed, how could he hope to repay the gift to the bestower? 
(Bernard, QH 14.1; CF 25:229-230) 

	


