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tories inspire. Perhaps more than any other form 
of communication, stories have the power to teach, 

model and inspire. Jesus frequently used stories to 
illustrate truth, inviting the listeners of the story to 
use their own imagination, faith and insight to derive 
layers of meaning from a seemingly simple story.  
Jesus knew that stories connect people’s hearts, 
minds and faith with God’s purposes in ways that 
propositions and argument could not. 
What you have in this book is a collection of stories 
from people you know and worship with. Their stories 
of gratitude and generosity are meant to inspire and 
teach us how gratitude and generosity are linked 
at the core of the Christian life. I would hope that 
these stories will also connect with your story, as 
you explore the way that gratitude and generosity 
are expressed in your faith and life. You will also 
find extensive resources for you to use to continue to 
cultivate a way of life that is full of generosity. 
I am grateful for the contributors and their willingness 
to share these stories. Faith is always modeled, passed 
down, and shared from person to person, generation 
to generation. This tapestry of gratitude is a gift to you 
from your brothers and sisters at Trinity. I am certain 

that these stories represent only a small portion of all 
the stories of gratitude that are a part of Trinity’s story 
of being people of God. 
God has been generous in the gift of life we all share. 
We have all benefited from grace upon grace. Our 
grateful hearts lead us to live generous lives. Let our 
generosity grow so that we might be a blessing to the 
world that God loves so dearly. 

Enjoy this tapestry of gratitude!

S
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ach person brings their own history, relationships 
and experiences which serve as the threads of 

their gratitude tapestry. Our tapestries are unique with 
their own richness and beauty. As I read the stories of 
gratitude woven together in this book, I found a few 
common threads.
God’s presence comes to us in a variety of ways and 
circumstances. When we least expect  it, God’s presence 
shows up. It may be through a new opportunity in 
the everyday routine of life, or through the smile of a 
stranger. When a tragedy changes life forever, or in a 
surprising encounter, God’s presence is made known.  
Such experiences add colorful threads to our lives and 
the tapestry becomes richer, which results in gratitude.
We never know who God might use to bring the threads 
of strength and comfort into the tapestry of our lives.  
Whether God uses those closest to us or an unexpected 
person placed in our path, the result is the same: When 
the threads of our lives are joined with others, the 
tapestry becomes stronger, which results in gratitude.  

Gratitude is a life-long process of opening our hearts 
to our God who dwells in us, surrounds us and who 
works through us. It is about seeing the beauty of God’s 
creation and hearing the messages of God’s love.  It is 
about tasting the goodness of God’s grace and feeling 
the steadfastness of God’s presence. As those threads are 
woven together with the people and experiences of our 
lives, a beautiful tapestry of grateful hearts and generous 
lives is created.

I.
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ancer – how can you possibly show gratitude 
towards that awful disease? Over the course of the 

past five years, I’ve learned that it is possible.  

Our journey with cancer began in 2004 when my 
nephew, Jake Martell, was diagnosed with Ewing’s 
Sarcoma cancer; he was preparing to begin seventh 
grade.  When Jake started to lose his hair from his 
chemotherapy treatments, more than 20 of Jake’s best 
friends shaved their heads to show their support (that’s a 
big commitment for seventh grade boys!).  It was the first 
indication of what an incredible support network Jake 
would have at his side.  

The next year for him was filled with more chemo and 
radiation, and I can’t think of a time that Jake didn’t 
have a smile on his face and encouraging words even 
when he was physically drained. Throughout all of 
that, Jake’s friends continued to be at his side, offering 
support, sharing lots of laughs, hanging out and playing 
games with him when he couldn’t be at school. They 
coordinated a benefit in Jake’s honor to raise money and 
support their family. When the cancer recurred, again, 
Jake’s friends were at his side, and Jake still had a smile 
on his face. Jake was always encouraging everybody and 
had the most positive attitude I’ve ever witnessed!    

During Jake’s junior year in high school, Jake had to 
endure chemo again, and once again, his friends were 
there. The entire Stillwater Pony basketball team shaved 
their heads in honor of Jake. It wasn’t easy telling them 
apart on the basketball court!

Jake was crowned the 2009 Stillwater Homecoming king 
this fall, and once again the support and love of Jake’s 
friends has been absolutely incredible. 

So how has cancer made me grateful??  

–  I am grateful for Jake’s family; I envy their incredible 
faith in God to get them through this journey.

– I am incredibly grateful for the bond that has grown 
between my brother Larry and his family. I do not 
believe we would have ever experienced the closeness 
that we have today had it not been for this life twist.

– I am grateful for Jake’s friends, their families, and the 
community for all that they have done for Jake and his 
family. Their unfailing support and love has been truly 
amazing and a blessing. 

–  I am grateful for the amazing medical staff and facilities 
that we have that are fighting on a daily basis to 
eradicate cancer.  

–  And most of all, I am grateful for Jake – who continues 
to show how will and a positive attitude can make a 
difference. He is one of the most amazing people I’ve 
had the honor to have in my life. I have learned so 
much from watching Jake’s journey, and I pray that I 
live my life with as much grace, integrity and gratitude 
that Jake shows us.  

I will never understand why cancer exists and why some 
people have to endure such a difficult journey in life, but 
I will forever be thankful for what I have learned from 
Jake’s journey and the blessings that God has given to us.   

Jolene 
Patterson
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o me, gratitude is experienced in giving and 
receiving. In my life, the receiving happens all the 

time – waking and knowing that my husband of 44 
years is quietly slumbering beside me. Seeing our six 
grandchildren’s faces light up when they see us and 
having dear family and friends share the ups and downs 
of our ordinary life are just a few of the items on my list. 
Sometimes it is simply watching the birds come to our 
feeders.

The joy of being in a choir always has and continues to 
fill me with gratitude. God gave me a mediocre voice and 
a very strong desire to sing. I am filled with gratitude 
for having been able to sing in a choir since I was a small 
child in our little church in Pekin, North Dakota, then 
in high school, college and as an adult with our churches. 
Singing with the choir at Trinity is a gift that I treasure 
and never take for granted. I am filled with awe and 
gratitude to sing under the creative leadership of Carol 
Carver, who encourages us to stretch our singing abilities 
with the great music that she so masterfully weaves into 
each service. How thankful I am to be able to sing with 
such uncommonly good and caring people. Sometimes 
I am overwhelmed and moved to tears when we have 
completed a song and I feel we have brought gratitude to 
God, comfort or joy to someone who is listening.

T
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ine is an esoteric gratitude. Growing up in a 
Jewish family, I have had the privilege to view life 

through a tapestry of faiths, as though God granted me a 
view of the world from many perspectives. I was going 
through some incredibly difficult times in 1990 and 1991. 
Those times were filled with fear and uncertainty. I was 
in the throes of a divorce, the loss of a brother, a move 
across the country (from Philadelphia to Stillwater), 
and the breakup of a relationship that brought me to 
Minnesota. As if that were not enough, I found myself 
without a job, without friends, and with the need to 
support three children of whom I had fought so hard to 
win custody .

Moving to Minnesota was transformational, not only in 
a real-world sense, but in a spiritual one as well. Times 
were stressful, to say the least, and it was then that I 
asked God for guidance. It did not seem to matter where 
I sought God, but that I did. I attended an Episcopal 
Church, a Catholic Church, and a Lutheran Church, 
while maintaining my “Jewishness.” While God may 
have worn a different shawl in each house of worship, 
His (or Her) grace was always present, and possibilities 
began to present themselves. I became motivated and 
focused on what was important, as though my life 
depended on it and, in a way, it did. Welfare was a lifeline, 
and I snatched it. Enrolling in school to become a nurse, 
I made friends, and when I graduated, I had a job. 

Then I met Janice, the love of my life, who said she’d 
work while I went back to school, once again, for my 
Master’s Degree. Janice embraced my eclecticism. We 
celebrated Christmas, Chanukah, and Easter each year, 
and the Passover Seder has become a family tradition that 
we invite our Christian friends to each year. Religious 
strife may exist in the rest of the world, but it did not 
exist in the Constantine-Wendling household. We 
referred to ourselves as “Episcaluthejews.”

Visiting Trinity with Janice, I became enamored by what 
this particular house of God had to offer. There seemed 
to be a sense of purpose that went beyond religious 
regurgitations. Christ’s teachings were lived rather than 
merely spoken about. It was not the letter of the law that 
was important but its spirit. Everyone is welcome, and 
everyone is important. When I ventured to Tanzania on a 
mission trip, most of my sponsorships came from Jewish 
family members who had noticed a transformation in me. 
While I was there, peering into mud huts and kitchens 
with fires burning on stones on the floor, I felt guilty 
about what I had. I felt guilty about having, when they 
had not. I dare say I felt somewhat ashamed. But I soon 
realized that my role was what it should be, and I was 
attempting to make a difference. Were it not for what 
we had, we may not have had the means to travel to the 
other side of the world to work bega kwa bega (shoulder 
to shoulder) with the villagers.

Ray 
Constantine 
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When I look at my life now, I feel true joy in the way 
things have turned out. It is clear I have much to be 
grateful for. I can truly appreciate the gifts that different 
people of different faiths and walks of life bring to God’s 
table. I offer my gratitude to Trinity for exhibiting a 
true sense of purpose, somehow seeming to be all things 
to all people, and allowing me to witness, first-hand, 
the gratitude of people who have very little. I offer my 
gratitude to all who have befriended me in “My Life Part 
II,” to Janice for being the incredibly tolerant and loving 
woman she is, and to God for guiding me to the point 
where I can express these gratitudes in words.

 

,



9

s I paused to reflect and select a moment or event 
to share about in a gratitude story, I was humbled 
at the volume of truly special and meaningful 

encounters that have occurred in my life. I have been 
invited into a variety of personal faith experiences year 
after year through my service in missions. These were 
moments filled with tears and laughter as mission team 
members experienced the love of Christ in a variety of 
ways.

It was too difficult, or maybe even inappropriate, to 
focus on one story when in reality I needed to express 
my gratitude for being allowed to live a life filled with 
missions.

I must admit that 30 years ago mission work, or 
volunteering with the youth group, was not in my plans. 
Not one bit. I had some plans and a few goals, but to 
be honest those plans did not include the church. It was 
through my wife Lisa that including faith and church in 
my life happened.

We were married at Trinity and it was then that God 
began the next phase of good work in my life. I found 
myself saying “yes” when we were asked to volunteer 
with the youth group. I was saying “yes” to helping with 
projects around the church and in the community. Little 
by little I was being transformed from within. Plans 
were being set in motion for my life that were beyond 
my wildest dreams. My horizon had been expanded to 
the point where the thought of bringing a group of high 
school students on a construction-based Mexico mission 
trip didn’t appear the least bit crazy. 

My somewhat bizarre career changes really did make 
sense as I look back. I now understand that each one 
equipped me with skills and experiences that I would 
utilize in mission work. Step-by-step my mindset was 
converted from a possible mission career orientation 
to an understanding of mission lifestyle. Maybe even 
more than arriving at a position of understanding, I had 
embraced acceptance.

In my mind I compare mission work to farming. As 
a teenager I worked on a farm. I saw first hand the 
dedication, love, and determination that were required 
of farmers. Farming is a way of life filled with demands 
and stress, but it is also very satisfying to the soul. Every 
spring, despite the possibility of failure, farmers return 
to the field to sow seeds. Farmers plant those seeds with 
faith for a future harvest.

For me, being committed to a lifestyle of missions is very 
similar. I serve in missions. It is not a Monday to Friday, 
nine to five career. Mission is my way of life. My life is 
filled with demands and stress, but it also nurtures my 
soul. I go into every mission experience (local & global) 
with hope planting seeds of service, but also accepting 
possible failure along the way. Through the struggle I try 
to remain faithful to God’s promise.

Tom
Thiets
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God did not lead me to this life alone. My heart is filled 
with gratitude, because I am blessed with a family that 
understands the commitment that is required. They are 
supportive and participate in the many mission projects 
that fill our calendar. I am blessed to have a family where 
it is natural to have a suitcase and passport ready at all 
times. I am blessed to have a family where the discussion 
about mission is part of daily conversations. I am blessed 
to have a family that thinks it would be strange to travel 
to Mexico and not help someone build their home!

I am blessed to have a generous church community that 
promotes and supports mission. I am thankful team 
members agree to participate on a mission projects where 
they open themselves to possible lifestyle changing 
experiences. I am thankful that they are people willing 
to be part of a team without preconceived roles and 
outcomes, but with openness to be used by the Spirit of 
God. I am thankful that others are willing to participate 
on teams to share in the responsibility of leadership.

Living a life filled with mission was not my plan, but I 
am very grateful. Even when it is a struggle to keep ahead 
of the workload, I wouldn’t exchange it for another 
career. I am often overwhelmed with a combination of 
joy and guilt when I pause to examine the blessings of 
my life in missions.

Why have I been blessed with the incredible opportunity 
to live a life of mission? I don’t know. Someday God 
may reveal that answer. What I do know is that my heart 
will always be filled with gratitude.

,
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t’s Wednesday afternoon. I’m sailing down  
Highway 36, driving  home from North St. Paul-

Maplewood to Stillwater. My mind and heart are soaring in 
waves of gratitude to God; I’m singing and smiling as joy 
overwhelms me.

Each week I am filled with gratitude for the opportunity 
to combine some of my greatest interests with my 
strengths: 
– the importance of education and the love of learning
– the desire to assist (particularly) women from different 

backgrounds to live full, abundant lives
– my ability to welcome others with a smile and genuine 

interest in their lives
– my passion to help people move out of poverty 
– my strength to laugh and enjoy life and to want to 

help others live joyfully
– my continuing efforts to encourage others
– my passion for peace; my strong interests in other 

countries around the world; and my hope to be an 
example of American and Minnesotan goodness

God has combined all of these into one fabulous 
opportunity once a week. How can I not be filled with 
overflowing gratitude?

Most Wednesday mornings I am a classroom assistant 
in an adult English language learner class. I began the 
summer of 2007 and continue weekly in my volunteer 
position.

Today I might have...
– explained the difference between HUMID and  

DRY air.

– asked someone if they agree with the sentence they 
have put together word by word. 

– found chairs to accommodate everyone who comes  
to class.

– asked someone to show me their country of origin on 
the world map – we spend a lot of time there.

– edited a song that someone wrote.
– encouraged the students as they struggle to find the 

correct answers or the correct words.
– smiled, welcomed and greeted students as they arrived 

and again when they departed.
– asked questions about their new job or about what 

they used to do in their country or when they came 
to Minnesota or how to pronounce a word in their 
language.

– teased them as they inadvertently speak to others in 
their native, easier (for them!) language.

– listened as they try to explain their thoughts in 
English.

– read the day’s reading on famous people, trying to 
enunciate carefully and speak slowly.

– shared a book, a magazine or a newspaper article 
about life here or in their home country.

These someones all have beautiful names – Ibrahima, 
Nai, Shoua, Pedro, Manuela, Pa Khoa, Youleap, Lyna, 
Ling, Lang, Abdi, Hwang, Farrah, Hawi, Blanca, Soroya, 
Kiumars – as well as some rather common names – 
Patrick, Bill, David, Paul, Margret, Ana, Maria, and Kim.

I have been privileged to meet students from Romania, 
Brazil, Mexico, Columbia, Burma, Laos, Thailand, 

I
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Guinea, Somalia, Liberia, China, South Korea, Pakistan, 
Iran, Kenya. Many have different religious beliefs than 
mine. Some come from families where their fathers have 
several wives at the same time and who might do the 
same when and if they return home. And we all come 
together to study and learn.

I am in awe of the work it takes to stay in Minnesota. One 
must apply for jobs, try to pass the citizenship classes and 
tests, take driver’s license exams, shop for appropriate 
food and clothing and apartments or homes, learn to 
tolerate Minnesota winters and learn English. I now pay 
more attention to immigrant and refugee life in Minnesota 
and the United States; my volunteer opportunity has 
fueled even more of my learning. I am increasingly 
interested in what is going on all around the world. Many 
of the students are concerned about family members back 
home, and so am I.

I love to listen to stories about the journeys they have 
already taken in life—stories about who they are, where 
they come from, what their families are like and what 
their dreams are. One day in class some state legislators 
came and asked the students about their dreams and 
goals. Each one answered so clearly about what is in 
their heart.
– A man from Laos, who was a teacher there and had 

arrived only four weeks previous, said his goal was 
to learn English so well that he can go back to his 
country and teach everyone how to speak and read 
English.

– Another young man from Guinea who speaks fluent 
French said he had a demanding mother whose words 

always encouraged him to read and learn; he wants to 
learn more English and then join the American Armed 
Forces (he said that with a salute to all!).

– A young woman wants to be a civil engineer because 
she is in awe of our bridges and buildings here in 
Minnesota; she hopes to take classes at the University 
of Minnesota, which would continue the education 
she had at home in Columbia.

– An older man from Mexico has been in the United 
States for some time; he has lived in California and 
Texas and fully appreciates the education he can get in 
Minnesota and the value we put on learning English. 
He said it was too easy in other states to continue 
speaking Spanish and not learn English. The learning 
environment here encourages him to keep trying to 
learn the language better.

Each student has different educational needs, strengths 
and weaknesses. But all are driven to learn English, 
to create a better life for themselves in their adopted 
country, to fully participate in this American life that so 
many of us take for granted. Each one has such terrific 
courage. As they try again and again to memorize the 
minute differences found in English, as they speak to 
everyone in the class in English, as they make mistakes 
and learn to laugh at themselves in a positive, friendly 
environment, they return day-after-day eager and ready 
for more.

One of the best benefits to me, personally, is that this 
class is a microcosm of peacemakers! Our teacher is 
Jewish, I am Christian and many of the students are 
Muslim, some women wearing full Islamic clothing. 
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During one class period when I was teaching, a student 
asked if I, too, was Jewish. I replied that I was a Christian 
and we then had a fabulous short discussion on prayer in 
the different faiths! It just came out of the blue! And the 
next class period I was talking with a man from Burma 
and I asked him about his faith, expecting him to be 
Buddhist. He responded with a twinkle in his eye, “I am 
Christian as you are!” Up to this time in my life, I knew 
no Jewish people and no Muslims, either. What a gift to 
be all working toward the same goals in one common 
friendly setting together as one! And we all share smiles 
every day with each other; peace can begin with a smile.

I am so grateful to live here, where education and literacy 
is a right and not something for the privileged few who 
can afford it. I am so pleased that we have a classroom 
full of students who put the same value on education 
and who trust me to help them achieve their goals. I am 
so excited when I see an older woman from Romania 
becoming best friends with one from Cambodia. When 
a young man from Laos can work together with a young 
man from Guinea. When I could sense the pride in many 
of the students when an African-American became 
president of their chosen country. When women and 
men from all over the world with all different kinds of 
clothing and accents and life stories can work together as 
one.

I have fun sharing typical Minnesota fare with the 
students. One week I brought popcorn and another week 
Girl Scout cookies. Soon I plan to bring some trail mix. 
I did share lefse, krumkake, and lingonberries, but don’t 
worry, I don’t think I’ll ever share lutefisk! ,
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ratitude could be the story of my life. Without it, 
one could potentially find life to be quite dismal. 

One could wonder why should there be gratitude when 
life gets difficult? Many difficulties and challenges 
have filled my life. My marriage, for starters, ended 
in a divorce after many years. It was a situation I did 
not seek. I saw many friends happy in marriage and 
wondered, why not me? Other friends were struggling 
like me, but in any situation, my friends became a 
source of strength, comfort and encouragement. 
Perhaps in adverse times a safe place among friends is 
where the deepest friendships develop and gratitude 
flourishes. I am grateful for this and the steadfast faith 
that kept me going.

Without my friends and family, I don’t know what 
I would do. They helped me through my troubled 
marriage, my beloved mother’s stay in a nursing home 
and eventual death, and an uncomfortable challenge 
to return to school at Luther Seminary. During the 
time my mother, Bernice, was at the Linden Nursing 
Home, I lead a Bible study on a volunteer basis. 
Pastor Betsy Dartt encouraged me to seek my Master’s 
Degree at Seminary; she knew I would be a good 
chaplain although I had many doubts. How grateful 
I am to Pastor Betsy now. Back then, I had very little 

confidence in myself. Getting a divorce, coping with 
my ailing mother and facing some financial challenges 
as well, left me lonely, heartbroken and with pretty low 
self-esteem. How could I ever start school as an “older” 
person and learn to study all over again? Where would 
I get the courage and where would the money come 
from?  

How does gratitude surface through all of this? 
Somehow, through the encouragement of Pastor Betsy, 
Women of the ELCA, friends, and the support of my 
church, Trinity, I was guided to seminary to serve 
God in a new way. God’s presence was always there 
with me, providing me strength, courage, peace and 
gratitude.

Today, I am a renewed person. I am privileged to serve 
as Chaplain in Stillwater nursing homes, teach at Warm 
World and volunteer in many activities that fill me with 
gratitude and joy. 

G

Diane  
Sauers
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rom the summer of 2007 through winter 2009, the 
Trinity for Tomorrow (TfT) task force worked 

on behalf of the elected Congregational Council 
to research, organize, and strategize the space and 
building decisions facing the congregation in the years 
ahead. In addition to completing a strong body of 
work, TfT was a great experience for me.

I felt gratitude being sought out: being asked to provide 
my skills in service of something the congregation 
needed done. When Pastor Dan first reached out to 
ask about providing leadership for the Trinity for 
Tomorrow (TfT) team, it gave me a chance to re-engage 
at our church in a way I hadn’t felt called for some time. 
I was truly grateful – especially because all I committed 
to initially was co-chairing with Mike Holstein. It was 
easy to volunteer with a partner like that! 

Then, of course, came “buyer’s remorse” – why had 
I said yes? Busy, busy, busy – that’s me, I thought. 
And besides, what exactly were we being asked to 
accomplish? I was worried that I’d signed up for more 
than I could deliver. Feeling wanted is a great thing – 
feeling inadequate or unprepared is not. And so anxiety 
built.

The next step in our process was the opportunity to 
choose our team, from the group of congregational 
members who applied to work on the effort, billed as 
“discerning the facilities and resource needs of Trinity 
Lutheran Church for the future.” Mike and I decided 
to ask everyone who applied to join us – and I was 
grateful again. Nothing better than leading a great 
team, knowing that your colleagues will make your job 
pretty easy! 

Our first TfT meeting was a revelation: God does work 
in mysterious ways! We had been given the perfect 
team. And I remember thinking: my role is simply to 
run a good meeting, that’s all, to make sure each of 
these people knows they are critical to our success. I 
felt adequate to that task. And I was grateful again.

We created working subcommittees, dividing the work 
of monitoring, dreaming, guiding each of the key 
facilities initiatives: 
– the existing church facility
– the Drive-In 
– the Fourth Street property
– the Third Street properties, including the current 

post office, the City’s planned parking ramp, and the 
rental house owned by Trinity

We had team members who understood the long history 
of our congregation, and others who represented the 
new generation of families becoming the future of 
Trinity. We had professionals who brought architectural 
expertise, communications expertise, financial expertise, 
and we had a wonderful collection of contributors: 
debaters, pragmatists, visionaries, negotiators. I was 
struck by the lesson of the Apostle Paul in  
I Corinthians: “…eagerly desire the greater gifts…” – 
the gifts we see in others, those that complement our 
own skills. 

I have long believed that Trinity has abundance that 
should cause us to be called to give back, to serve, to 
share. But I confess that the TfT work was a profound 
journey – experiencing just the right talents at just the 
right moment of need in our process was amazing. 

“Now you  
are the 

body of 
Christ,  

and each 
one of you 

is a part  
of it...” 

I Corinthians 12:27

F

Kathy  
Tunheim 
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hen I went to bed last night I was feeling 
anxious. I have been having some bad dreams at 

night making sleep a little unsettling.

I took out the Psalms book I bought after a recent retreat, 
and read the interpretation of Psalm 17 which went 
something like this, “Rock me to sleep oh God, help me 
to know that when I wake up I will see your face.”

And guess what? I didn’t have nightmares last night.

This church. Everywhere I turn is comfort, kindness, and 
lessons I am learning about God. I don’t know how to 
explain it, but it is like our church family is a compass,  
gently pointing me toward God, and reminding me to 
focus my life on God. I am so grateful.

WWe saw our responsibility as one of 
discernment, not of decision-making 
(another reason we were grateful! Our role 
was to recommend to those charged with 
final accountability). And our final phase 
was an opportunity for gratitude, too: the 
Congregational Council was ready, willing 
and gracious in taking the handoff from our 
task team. The congregation was enthusiastic 
and supportive of the decision-making process 
designed by the Council. And so our finale 
was a great congregational meeting of applause, 
laughter, courage, inspiration. If you missed it, 
have faith and confidence that Trinity Lutheran 
Church is benefitting from strong pastoral and 
lay leadership. If you were there, be grateful! 

KAT  
CARLSEN
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Hermansen

ur girls were one- and three-years-old in 1985 
when we knew a change in day care providers 

was necessary. They had been in a home day care 
that was caring and safe, but we were increasingly 
concerned about the TV that was on from morning 
until night and the adult programming that provided 
background company. 

A positive, enriching, stable day care environment for 
the girls—our world—was of utmost importance to 
us. Our jobs afforded little flexibility as Jim rotated 
shifts and I was commuting from our home in New 
Richmond to a demanding management job in St. Paul.

The search for a day care provider that could provide 
the enrichment and environment that we sought for our 
girls was difficult and frustrating. The options in 1985 
were few. I had made an early morning appointment 
at a day care near home that had come highly 
recommended. As I drove away from that meeting, 
deeply distressed, all I could think of was, “Please don’t 
tell me that’s all we can hope for!” 

When I crossed the bridge, something made me think 
of the sign I had seen at Trinity for Warm World Day 
Care. I parked and walked in the door at the Third 
Street entrance, asking the first adult I saw who I 
could speak with about Warm World. She pointed 
me to Mary Oswald who welcomed me with genuine 
warmth and joy, even though I appeared without an 
appointment early on a busy morning. Looking past 
the suit, nylons and heels, did she see the hurting 
parent? While there were lots of kids, everything was 
upbeat, organized and bright. The teachers were fully 

engaged with the kids, who all appeared to be happy 
and at home. Mary showed me the Butterfly room 
where Jacci would start, and the Rabbits where Kristi 
would be. I knew immediately that this was what we 
had been looking for! 

Thus began the three-year progression for our girls 
through Warm World’s animal kingdom—from 
Butterflies, to Rabbits, to Tigers, striving for the day 
they’d become a Whale. Jacci and Miss Faye (Faye 
Wirtz) started in the Butterfly Room on the same day. 
Seeing that it was a sad transition for our shy little one-
year-old who was accustomed to a home setting and 
the constant presence of her sister, Miss Diane (Diane 
Sauers) cared for the other Butterflies so that Miss Faye 
could hold and rock Jacci most of that first day.

We were so grateful that Trinity would share its love, 
people and beautiful facilities for this purpose. We 
enjoyed many programs in the sanctuary, with the stone 
starburst as a backdrop. When it came time for Kristi 
to go to kindergarten, we weren’t ready to have either 
girl leave Warm World. Attending Stillwater public 
schools was not an option for a Wisconsin resident, 
so we appealed to St. Michael’s Catholic Church for 
a spot in their kindergarten for the little Lutheran girl 
from New Richmond. She was transported daily in the 
Warm World van, and had a good year of kindergarten. 
She learned how to genuflect in chapel and made white 
“Pope hats” for her sister and their dolls while we 
decorated our Christmas tree that year. 

Our family reluctantly said goodbye to all the Warm 
World friends and teachers when school started in the 
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fall of 1988, so Kristi could begin first grade in New 
Richmond. We were happy that there was now a good 
day care and after school option in New Richmond for 
the girls, although nothing would ever quite measure up 
to the bar that had been set at Warm World. 

Our daughters are in their mid-twenties now, with 
careers in engineering and veterinary medicine. We 
are grateful for the loving, enriching environment 
and people that surrounded them at Warm World and 
contributed positively to their growth. They speak of 
that time with great fondness and humor.

My husband and I chose in 2001 to seek a new church 
home. It wasn’t an easy decision, as I had been a 
member of the same congregation since birth. In the 
end, we gravitated to Trinity, where we were again 
welcomed warmly by Mary Oswald, Faye and Tom 
Wirtz, and Diane Sauers, in addition to my godparents, 
Evie and Dave Linner. It was reassuring to see the 
ongoing involvement by the parents of former Warm 
World classmates. We felt at home in the sanctuary with 
its familiar starburst wall. It had also become tradition 

to attend drive-in worship at least once each summer, 
and we felt particularly lucky each time we caught one 
of Pastor Claus’ thought-provoking sermons. 

When I drove up to Trinity that 1985 morning in 
search of a new day care home, I never dreamed that it 
would be the seed for a new church home and generate 
fulfilling spiritual growth for our entire family. We 
are grateful for Trinity’s ongoing emphasis on strong 
children’s ministries. We are grateful for the open hearts 
that continue to support ministries that care for a broad 
spectrum of needs. I am reminded that we don’t know 
who needs the blessing of crossing paths with us each 
day, and the directions in which we or they may be led 
as a result. 

,
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y brother drowned when he was a 19-year-old 
sophomore in college. He went missing from 

his home in late November and was not found until 
his body washed up into a ravine on the banks of Lake 
Superior. As far as we know, he drove onto the thin ice 
and never came home. His car was never found. It was 
an unexpected and devastating event for our family. His 
death was tragic, sad and lonely but the grief process of 
losing my brother taught me how to work to be grateful 
for every moment I have.

At the time of his death, I was an independent 23-year- 
old preparing for a great adventure of living and working 
in another country. I had my life of travel and adventure 
mapped out. I was going to a developing country to 
work in urban development and childhood literacy. I 
thought I knew a thing or two about life and how to 
live it. I was arrogant and a bit self-righteous. I took a 
lot of what I had for granted. I didn’t have much of a 
connection to a faith community. If you would have 
asked me, I would have told you I was “spiritual.” I 
also would have told you I was grateful, but in the same 
breath list a series of complaints about any subject. I had 
little idea that I was about to be painfully, wonderfully 
and profoundly changed. 

Initially, after my brother died, I was angry. I was living 
in a new country and trying to grieve. I kept praying and 
praying for God to help me understand and heal. In my 
estimation God was not helping me. I was lonely and felt 
disconnected from the people around me. I felt anything 
but grateful.

One day on the way to work I noticed some people 
sitting under the shade of a big tree laughing and having 
a good time. In this group of people some did not have 
a leg, some no arms, some patches on their eyes. Later, I 
learned that these were people from a local leper colony. 
It struck me so profoundly that here was a group of 
people missing limbs, ostracized from their community 
and yet they were laughing and having a good time. At 
that moment, I started to become more grateful and 
humble. I was grateful that these people could enjoy a 
good story. I was grateful for the tree that provided the 
shade for their gathering. I was thankful that I did have 
two arms and legs. I was starting to change. I was struck 
by the injustice of their situation, but it no longer seemed 
an insurmountable injustice.

After that episode and many more like it (the developing 
world provides many opportunities to be thankful for 
all we have—clean running water, etc.) I began to notice 
life, to be present in the everyday moments of my life. I 
started to be thankful for all that was and all that wasn’t. 
If my mind started to turn to my litany of complaints 
I would make a conscious choice to change my line of 
thinking. My brother was not here anymore; I would no 
longer focus on the unfairness of his death. I was here. I 
had my family. I had my life. 

I was grateful that my brother’s death allowed me to see 
how precious life is. I was thankful that I was able to see 
how important our connections to one another are. I was 
starting to notice all the beauty around me. I realized 
that life can be short but that it was not the length of the 
life but the quality of how it is spent. I changed how I 

M

Melissa 
Moon

H e a rt s

L I V E S

Grateful



20

prayed. Instead of starting off with my desires and needs 
I would spend time thanking God for everything I could 
think of. I was starting to praise God. 

Many years later I went to a class at the church I was 
attending. Again, I thought I had the “being thankful” 
thing down. The speaker talked about praising God 
and gratitude. She praised God and was grateful for 
everything. When she was given a diagnosis of cancer 
she praised God. She was grateful for everything; I did 
not understand. How could anyone be grateful for 
cancer? She explained to me that part of being grateful 
is not just for the things we like (which is pretty easy) 
but for everything, good or bad. She was not grateful 
for cancer in the way I was thinking. She was practicing 
gratitude on a different level. This did not mean she 
was happy about cancer. She fought her battle against 
cancer and won. This was the first time I started to see 
gratitude separate from happiness. I tried to see gratitude 
as more of a state of being. 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18 says, 
“Rejoice evermore. Pray without ceasing. In everything 
give thanks: for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus 
concerning you.”

Today, I am grateful for all that has happened in my 
life. I am grateful for the lessons of my brother’s death. 
I still get caught up in petty arguments and complaints 
sometimes. I get stressed out by the ups and downs of 
life, but I am much quicker to turn my focus around to a 
state of gratitude. I am, as always, a work in process. I am 
grateful. I praise God. 

My inspirations about gratitude:

1. Write the wrongs that are done to you in sand, but 
write the good things that happen to you on a piece 
of marble. Let go of all emotions such as resentment 
and retaliation, which diminish you, and hold onto 
the emotions, such as gratitude and joy, which 
increase you -Arabic proverb

2. Psalm 9:1-2  I will thank you, Lord, with all my 
heart; I will tell of all the marvelous things you have 
done.  I will be filled with joy because of you.  I will 
sing praises to your name, O Most High.

3. Psalm 118:24 This is the day that God has made; 
let us rejoice and be glad in it.   

4. 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18: Rejoice evermore. Pray 
without ceasing. In everything give thanks: for this is 
the will of God in Christ Jesus concerning you. 



21

e have two beautiful daughters, Madison and 
Chloe. Chloe was born with Spina Bifida, which 

means that her spine did not completely finish forming 
during the early stages of pregnancy. As a result Chloe 
has diminished or no feeling from the knees down. I 
learned of this condition only when the doctor did not 
immediately place Chloe in my arms following her 
birth, but instead reached for my hand with a serious 
expression on his face. Matt and I stood by in those early 
moments – our hearts practically stopping – and watched 
helplessly while the same team that delivered our baby, 
quickly made plans to transfer her to another hospital 
for immediate surgery. It was not easy to see God 
during that frantic time – moments when I had a keen 
understanding that our child’s life was so very fragile. 
As we faced this unknown and mountainous challenge, 
I asked that question that many have asked when faced 
with difficult circumstances:  

Where is God in all of this?

Within one hour of Chloe’s diagnosis, my siblings and 
their spouses were at the hospital, all five of them! I call 
them my “Dream Team,” because their support for our 
family started instantly and has been ever-present, ever 
since. One sister and brother-in-law went to the other 
hospital with Matt and Chloe, one sister stayed with me, 
while my brother & sister-in-law came to the hospital 
and took Madison home with them. Chloe came so fast 
we had no time to drop Madison off. That first day/night 
was an early indication of the many hours they would 
continue to spend in loving devotion to Chloe and our 
family.  
 

In the early years that followed, we dealt with the 
resulting life-changes as they came our way. The physical 
challenges that Chloe faces meant we would need to 
leave our multi-level home to relocate to a rambler-
style home with a level back yard. We would also come 
to terms with knowing that the usual trips to soccer 
practice or dance class would be exchanged for therapy 
sessions. Almost immediately, we became acquainted 
with Courage Center – St. Croix. It was such a relief to 
discover that this top-notch facility, right in our own 
backyard, was loaded with caring professionals who 
wanted to help Chloe and knew how to get her started. 
Her therapists, Barb and Meg, have worked with her 
since she was one-year old, and they have helped her 
to progress from using a walker to forearm crutches. 
They have taught Chloe how to fall and get back up and, 
perhaps more importantly, they have taught me how to 
let her fall. This was one hard lesson to learn as a mom; 
our natural instinct is to protect our children. But I 
began to understand that allowing Chloe to decide if she 
wanted help was the beginning of allowing her to find 
independence. Our Courage Center therapists have been 
with Chloe every step of the way and they continue to 
celebrate each new accomplishment she achieves. 

When Chloe was two-years-old God sent me another 
angel. Her title may have been “Respite Care Worker,” 
but we know that she is really “Grandma Margaret” and 
lifesaver for a busy mom of a special needs child. This 
lovely woman came to our home every Monday, for five 
years, giving me the chance to run a few errands or find 
a coffee shop to sit down and re-charge for the week 
ahead. Just knowing I was getting that “break” every 
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Monday helped get me through anything and made me a 
better Mother for it. Our whole family adores Grandma 
Margaret – especially Chloe.    

I have another support system, the one that is there 
every single day. Madison is simply an amazing “big sis” 
to Chloe, not to mention a wonderful physical therapy 
assistant for me. From giggling and laughing way past 
bedtime, to the occasional argument about sharing their 
things, our girls are true sisters and it’s clear that they 
will share a special and lifelong friendship. I know as 
Chloe faces her challenges and whatever surgeries may 
lie ahead, Madison will be there. Chloe’s most recent 
surgery this past winter 2009 was particularly difficult. 
Chloe had a repair on both hips which meant she was 
going to “feel” this one. On Chloe’s worst day, Madison 
walked in and saw the pain that Chloe was in. Instead of 
shying away, Madison moved right in. She spent the rest 
of the day quietly reading books to Chloe, giving her sips 
of water, and holding her hand to get her through it. At 
times, she even cried with her. I witnessed so much love 
and compassion in that child that day, I knew that God 
had truly blessed me with these daughters. This gives me 
joy and comfort and gratitude in a way that nothing else 
could. 

Madison and Chloe’s dad, Matt, is an amazing and loving 
husband and father and I often refer to him as “my 
rock.” While it can sometimes be difficult for others to 
understand the different challenges in my life, Matt truly 
gets it. I saw this so clearly when we were asked once, 
“Would you change anything, if you could?” Matt said, 
“No. I wouldn’t want to know how our lives would be 
different, if Chloe had been born without this condition. 

Changing anything would change the wonderful 
dynamic of our family.” Matt’s words expressed exactly 
how I feel, and I cannot imagine walking this journey 
without him. Chloe has helped us get our priorities 
straight and she continues to teach us daily what is truly 
important in life. We have a saying painted on Chloe’s 
bedroom wall that reads, “Success is not measured by 
how many times you fall down, it is measured by how 
many times you get back up.”

Not long after Chloe’s birth, I attended a women’s 
retreat. One speaker said something that seemed meant 
just for me, “If you are looking for God during difficult 
times, and God doesn’t seem to be present, look around 
you. God is in the faces of those people who have 
been there to support you, all along the way.” It was a 
moment I will never forget. I felt encouraged as I began 
to silently list the number of people who were already in 
our lives to love and support us – and I have mentioned 
only a few. As the years have passed, the list has grown. 
I am continually filled with gratitude for my amazing 
family and the wonderful friends that God has put into 
my life. It is clearly evidence that God will always be 
present for me in the exciting years ahead. 
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t Trinity I have the privilege of knowing hundreds   
  of inspiring young people. Each of them has a 

unique story and journey that God is taking them on. 
Some of the most profound moments of my life have 
been walking alongside these young people as they 
discover God’s provision and presence in their lives. 
God is at work in each of their lives, being revealed in 
sometimes quiet and sometimes earth-shattering ways. 
Quite often at Trinity something powerful happens; kids 
lives are touched by God during some program or camp. 
These events can slip by and we may or may not know 
the work God was doing in our midst. But sometimes a 
parent calls or stops me at church or in town to share the 
impact something at Trinity had on their child and how 
God’s light is shining through them. I am so grateful to 
be able to rejoice with them over God’s work in their 
child’s life. Just this week two parents shared how camps 
this past summer helped their child integrate their faith 
into their everyday lives. I cannot think of a greater 
gesture of gratitude than sharing the story of a changed 
life with someone who also cares for their child. 
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eptember 11, 2007. Not THE September 11, but a 
date that I’ll never forget. I had spent 17 years as 

the president and co-founder of Green Mill Restaurants 
and on September 11, 2007 my partner purchased my 
stock. After the closing, I looked at my office a little 
differently. I’d no longer be coming here. I looked at 
my co-workers. I’d no longer be seeing them everyday. 
We had a conference and I said good-bye to franchisees, 
suppliers and managers that day. They would no longer 
be an integral part of my life. Everything changed.

I drove home at 3 p.m., emotionally spent. Our 
township had a minor election that day and I decided to 
stop by the Township Hall and vote. There was only one 
other person in the polling place, Dan Poffenberger. Dan 
waited for me in the parking lot. 

“How was your day?” he asked. For me, he was the 
right person in the right place at the right time. 

Since then I have become very involved at Trinity. I 
am grateful that I am in a place where we were able to 
mesh some of Trinity’s needs with some of my gifts. As 
a member of the Council, a participant in many projects 
(the drive-in, the post office, in harmony with the 
talented Trinity for Tomorrow Team) and an attendee 
of worship, Trinity has welcomed me, embraced me and 
appreciated me. Our family began our journey at Trinity 
about five years ago. We did so because we felt a sense of 
fellowship and community. How right that decision was! 
I am so grateful to God for the people of Trinity and our 
bright and exciting future together!
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 illie Jo was a child of God from the moment of her 
birth. As she was being born on a Sunday morning, 

the chimes in the bell tower of the Presbyterian Church 
in St. Croix Falls were playing “Nearer My God to 
Thee”. How prophetic that moment of her life proved to 
be! She inspired so many with her faith and courage.

I firmly believe that the early Christian experience, 
singing Jesus Loves Me and the message of God’s love 
prepared her for the challenges she would face later in 
her life.

Billie Jo developed the first symptoms of kidney disease 
after a bout of strep infection. She developed nephritis, 
and despite the best medical attention available at that 
time (1950s and 1960s), her disease continued to destroy 
her kidneys. She required a kidney transplant to save 
her life. Despite her fragile health she maintained good 
school attendance and excellent grades. She achieved a 
National Merit Scholarship and a Tozer Scholarship. 
She received her kidney from me at the age of 16, and 
graduated from Stillwater High School in 1971. After 
her transplant she enjoyed an active life and attended the 
University of Minnesota, preparing for medical school. 
She applied to medical school, but during her senior 
year her health severely deteriorated. The antibodies 
that had originally destroyed her kidneys destroyed 
her transplant six years later. She received a second 
transplant, but hepatitis took over and ultimately took 
her life. She passed away on February 22, 1975, just a 
week after her 22nd birthday.

She was on life support the last day of her life, which 
happened to be a Saturday. After the family left the 
room to go for supper, an intern came in and suggested 
that life support be discontinued. I refused, wanting the 
family to have the opportunity to say that last good-bye. 
We waited until 7:00 that evening to discontinue the life 
support, knowing that her spirit would be rising to meet 
Jesus on the prayers of her church family at the Saturday 
evening service at Trinity. She was born to the strains of 
Nearer My God to Thee and departed this life rising to 
her Lord on the prayers of her church family.

Following her death I received a letter from the 
University informing me that a scholarship had been 
created in her name, and the following April, received 
notice that she had been accepted into medical school. I 
can only imagine the scope of her contributions had she 
lived to fulfill that potential.

As a transplant donor, I have participated in a recent 
study of donor survivors at the University of Minnesota. 
It has been 40 years since my kidney donation, and now, 
at the age of 81 I am certainly a long-term survivor. I can 
only hope that this research will encourage more people 
to be donors and save the lives of thousands of people on 
waiting lists.

It’s been quite a journey, with many tears shed as I recall 
the events of a life that ended too soon. I will always 
have deep gratitude for my faith, the love, support, and 
guidance of the Lord, and my church family.
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CHRISTMAS MEDITATION 1974

Sitting by the warmth, looking up at the beautiful 
tree with tiny sparkling colored lights winking 
and blinking, adorned with garlands, balls, bells, 
and camel, bird and manger. It is love and warmth.

I thank you, Lord, for letting me be here, to 
make these memories. Any Christmas can be one’s 
last, and each one granted is a precious gift.

Try to be good—don’t spoil the gift. Recall God’s  
gift of light and hope—that is the Christmas gift.

Each year I search for more meaning—each year 
I forget what I’ve learned. Memories should mean 
less than True meaning. The world does not stay 
in the crowded spaces of memory. You must not 
either. Each day is yours to make new memories. 
All have infinite possibility.

The tinsel, gifts and feasting are all pagan remnants, 
not done to commemorate the greatest Gift.

I want to thank God but I know of no appropriate 
way. I have so little to offer and even that I  
squander without thought, through shrewish 
commands, ill humor and unkind, even cruel words.

God accepts what little I give and continues to 
show love.

This message only holds meaning now. But 
when reread please heed its coded request—recall 
the Gift and send an acknowledgement. 
The Spirit always fails by noon.

 Billie Jo Swenson 
 1953-1975

,
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y story of gratitude is about people. I suppose 
most of us have heroes – people we admire 

and look up to, who are often figures with historical 
importance. I can think of several in that category and 
I am grateful for them and their contributions. But I 
admire real people too, known only to a few, who live 
their lives with honesty and integrity, display acts of 
kindness and generosity and never have a thought of 
personal gain. 

My dad Jelmer was one of these real people. He was 
a first generation Norwegian American who did not 
know the English language until he began grade school. 
He completed only six grades, which was common at 
that time. He and Mom settled on the small 80-acre 
family farm, which his grandfather homesteaded in the 
1870s raising his family of eight children. While Dad 
worked the farm to provide a meager income, he also 
assumed many responsibilities in the community and 
the church in his quiet and unpretentious way. He was 
a health officer for the township, an officer in the small 
local cheese factory, a member of the school board of the 
local two -room school, a Sunday school teacher and its 
superintendent, a summer Bible School teacher, president 
of the Mission Society of the church and more. He was 
a biblical scholar who read many books on theology and 
during times when the pastor was unable to be present, 
Dad conducted the Sunday morning worship service 
with ease.

And then there is Harvey and Ella. Harvey passed away 
a few years ago and I remember well his funeral service 
at our home church in Wisconsin. The pastor referred 
to Harvey as someone who “did not wear his religion 
on his sleeve.” After mentioning some of Harvey’s 
contributions he related how Harvey and his wife Ella 
would prepare and deliver Thanksgiving Day meals to 
the local bachelor farmers. My recollection is that these 
bachelors seldom, if ever, attended church and probably 
had very few visitors, but Harvey and Ella, real people, 
did not forget them. 

Another I admired was Lloyd, who also passed away a 
few years ago at the age of 88. The Wisconsin church was 
filled to overflowing at his service. He was a progressive 
and successful farmer who found time in his busy day to 
contribute generously to his community and church. He 
had a great zest for life. Everyday was a beautiful day for 
Lloyd and his positive attitude was contagious and one 
couldn’t help but feel good just talking to him. Lloyd 
was another of those real people.

I recall a segment of one of Pastor Dan’s sermons in 
which he described his job as a coach. Just as in a sport, 
the real work in carrying out Christ’s mission is up to the 
players. At Trinity, we see many active players who are 
real people willing to share their time and talents. The 
real people make the world a better place by feeding the 
hungry, teaching and caring for children, helping build a 
water project, a home or school, visiting the elderly and 
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shut-ins and of course the “Leroys” who help maintain 
the building, and support other community projects. 
Pastor Dan stated that the measure of one’s Christianity 
is not by the amount placed in the offering plate or the 
frequency of attendance at worship services but how one 
treats others.

I am grateful for all the real people of the world – people 
not only of the Christian faith but of all faiths who serve 
to make the world a better place. I am grateful to have 
Jesus as my model and teacher. If there is one underlying 
premise in attempting to fulfill the mission that Christ 
asks, it is that of Christian love. One of my favorite old 
hymns includes the following: 

Blest be the tie that binds 

Our hearts in Christian love 

The fellowship of kindred minds 

Is like to that above 

The fellowship of real people demonstrating Christian 
love fills me with gratitude.

,
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od has gifted me with a grateful heart not only 
through the joys I have experienced in my life but 

through the heartbreaks as well. My family and friends 
and the ministry I have been blessed to serve fill me with 
gratitude that I can only attribute to God.

My ministry has taken my family and me to many 
places. Now retired, I remain a member of Trinity 
Lutheran Church and reflect on my service as Interim 
Senior Pastor at Trinity and later part-time staff member. 
I am reminded of the gratitude I feel for the many 
pastors at Trinity who have revealed God’s grace to 
me. I am so grateful that God worked through these 
wonderful pastors to bring so many opportunities and 
privileges to my wife Flo and me.

And while I remain steadfast in faith and gratitude for 
the many joys in my life, the loss of our son Kevin 
will forever sadden our hearts. I am, however, forever 
grateful for the many people that helped and sustained 
us during the difficult times we experienced between 
the birth and death of our son. Most important is my 
wife Flo, who with disciplined courage through her own 
heartbreak, led many volunteers in valiant efforts to 

help rehabilitate our son. Also, I am ever grateful for my 
friend, Pastor Ron Peterson, who was with me from the 
time Kevin was a baby and there at his death, 32 years 
later, to preach the sermon at Kevin’s funeral.

So through the loss of a child, which many parents claim 
to be the most dreaded of events, I still find God to 
be gracious and steadfast and my heart remains full of 
gratitude for all that God has given to me.
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Claus
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y early years on a farm in Texas were deeply 
affected by the Great Depression. These times 

formed my values and principles for which I am 
grateful. Although life on a non-mechanized farm 
was hard and often harsh, we were always grateful to 
have something to eat. And, God was duly thanked 
at each meal. We shared everything from “hand-me-
down” clothes, coins earned doing chores for others, 
or a big churn of homemade ice cream after a week of 
hard farm work. My mother focused on seven children 
and reared us to make something of ourselves. She 
demanded honesty and hard work and made sure 
we learned of God who we thought of as a fearsome 
tabulator of our sins. The concept of God’s grace and 
love came much later in life for me, as you will see.

We were living in Texas, when our youngest son, Kevin, 
was barely three-days-old and suffered a major stroke 
during a routine circumcision. After 10 days in intensive 
care we took Kevin home without hope that he would 
lead a normal life. Our family life as we knew it came 
to a screeching halt and I would now become the chief 
caregiver to our beloved son for the next four years. We 
then had to make the difficult decision to place him in a 
home as he was having devastating seizures. At the same 

time my husband was called to be pastor at St. Philip 
the Deacon in Minnesota. There I was, searching for 
direction, with two sons in grade school, a son in a home 
in Texas waiting to come to Minnesota and a husband 
very busy in a new parish. I would have been lost if it 
were not for my assurance that God was there in the 
people who helped us and cared about us.

I am also grateful for the position I was offered working 
in a newly developing area of special education.  
I realized that my experience taking care of Kevin along 
with my education made me qualified for this position.  
I became a full-time teacher and this unexpected blessing 
also made it possible for us to save to buy our first home.

I can now look back and say that God works in 
mysterious ways. I remain grateful to my family and 
many friends, but also to our son Kevin who opened our 
eyes to the wonders of God’s people.

M

FLO 
Claus
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here are clearly an infinite number of things in my 
life and in God’s Creation to be thankful for. But 

the wonder that is most compelling to me at this moment 
in time, and what I feel the most gratitude for today, is a 
little girl.

Our daughter, Isabella, is two years old now. A little 
more than a year ago she was living in an orphanage in 
Guatemala. We are blessed that she was not neglected 
there – it was a clean, well-kept facility. Isabella was well-
nourished and the caregivers at “La Primavera” were 
genuinely kind and loving.

However, there were clear limitations to what the 
orphanage could offer. When my wife, Kari, and I were 
finally able to go to Guatemala to finalize our adoption 
of Isabella, we arrived at the orphanage to find twenty-
four toddlers - all of them sitting on the floor of the 
“play area” staring rather aimlessly off into space. 
There was no adult to interact with them. Some toys 
were available, but they had clearly lost their appeal. It 
quickly became obvious that my camera bag was the 
most exciting thing to come their way in a while. In the 
bedroom where the children spent the majority of their 
time, cribs were lined up, side-by-side, from one corner 
of the room to the other. These two rooms were the 
world these children knew.

The most impacting memory was not the overcrowding, 
but the empty eyes of the children who had not yet been 
allowed beyond the walls of that orphanage. They’d 
never had an opportunity to really experience what 
God’s World had to offer them. They were starving 
for attention, affection, stimulation, and the sense of 
belonging that comes with being a part of a family. To 
me, it was as if they were silently saying, “If this is all 
there is – then I’ve already seen it all.” The light that you 
expect to see in a child’s eyes wasn’t turned on.

We have a God that provides. And carrying her out of 
that orphanage for the last time is a memory I will never 
forget. No fanfare or parade, just a wide-eyed, perfect 
little girl that God had prepared for our family. In spite 
of the anguish and frustration that we went through 
in the adoption process, clearly God was faithful and 
prayers were being answered. By the grace of God we 
were able to finalize Isabella’s adoption – the very last 
adoption processed from Guatemala in the year 2007. 

Fast forward to the present. I am so grateful to tell you 
about a thriving little girl who is bubbling with curiosity 
and mischief. Don’t turn your back or this little dickens 
will eat your play dough or practice her art skills with 
her mom’s mascara. But she is definitely alive – really 
alive – with that spark of excitement and wonder in her 
eyes. And she really has started to realize that this is 
where she belongs, and this is where she is going to stay.

T

Dave 
Kahl
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Just a few months ago Isabella had climbed out of the 
bathtub and after I had wrapped her up in a towel, she 
leaned her cheek next to mine. As we looked into the 
mirror at ourselves, she grinned from ear to ear. It was 
the kind of smile that when you see it in your child’s 
eyes, you can just feel the joy. And then she said a word 
that I think most of us find easy to take for granted, 
“Home.”

“Home,” a word that maybe doesn’t get the credit it is 
due, but an especially profound word for an adopted 
child who spent the first fifteen months of her life in an 
orphanage. And whenever she uses that word, and she 
uses it often, there is a combination of pride, satisfaction 
and definitiveness in her voice.

So today this is what I am most grateful for. Not just 
for a little girl, but a little girl who is really alive. More 
than just having a pulse and breathing – but having that 
spark that comes with really being able to experience the 
life and world that God has created for us. And really 
feeling a sense of belonging in it. And I am grateful for a 
daughter who has really found her “home.” We all have 
our own Isabella stories, where we see that light of life in 
a child’s or someone else’s eyes. I pray that we cherish it, 
and I pray you see that light looking back at you when 
you look in the mirror.

,
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 learned gratitude from my parents and as  
I age I realize just how much there is to be  

grateful for each day.

One of the first people I remember making an 
impression in my life was my first grade teacher. She 
was so kind and giving to everyone. Then when I was in 
ninth grade she was in charge of the “Young Women” 
group at church. This was where we shared stories and 
really learned the Bible. That teacher influenced so many.

Over the years here at Trinity, I have been blessed to 
serve on many committees; I was able to teach Sunday 
school, cook and serve numerous meals and meet many 
of my lifelong friends. I have been here long enough to 
meet and share stories with many Trinity Pastors. I was 
grateful for Pastor Betsy when she sat and prayed with 
me prior to a surgery. I really felt God at my side and 
knew all would be fine.  

Today I feel extreme gratitude that my husband and I 
can still be together in our own home.  

I

Norma  
Swanson
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 am grateful for everything in my life and as I grow 
older my gratitude only intensifies. 

When I was young my socializing took place either 
at 4-H or at church and I learned a lot by being 
involved in both. I remember learning to play the 
piano during my confirmation years at Trinity. I 
never had any formal lessons, but I volunteered to be 
the accompanist for songs we would sing during our 
weekly Confirmation class. Every week I would meet 
the pastor at church and he would tell me what songs 
we would be singing the next week. I’d figure out the 
notes, then practice like crazy all week to learn to play 
the songs for our class. 

When my husband and I made a decision to tithe, we 
sat down and figured out the exact amount we would 
give. When we saw how much it was, we didn’t know 
how we would do it, yet we prayed about it and knew 
somehow we’d manage. It was within that week that 
my husband was offered an extra job that paid exactly 
what we needed. That was definitely a God answer and 
we knew we did the right thing.

One feeling of extreme gratitude came to me when 
I was on a mountain in Colorado participating in a 
worship service. I was singing and feeling how great 
it was to be with other Christians and I could feel the 
presence of the Holy Spirit surrounding us. 

Trinity has been my church home for more than  
50 years. I am grateful for my faith, and to have been 
able to raise my children here. I have made life-long 
friends and had opportunities to share my gifts and 
talents. Being a member of this church has played a big 
part in my life.

I

Marian  
Carlson
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t was the morning of Friday, March 20, 2009 and I was 
on Spring Break with my family in Playa de Carma 

when I got the shocking news that bought me to my 
knees. “Amy, Mom died last night.” 

It was the words I never wanted to hear and something 
I had no warning was coming. You see, my mother was 
84 years young, and still living a full and active life. Just 
that day she had played bridge with her friends and had 
gone to her Bible study in the evening.  At some point 
after that she had either a stroke or heart arrhythmia that 
caused her to fall in her kitchen and hit her head and die.  
What I am grateful about is not only the quick death 
God gave my mother, (she never moved after hitting 
the floor) but also the events leading up to her death 
and funeral that gave me a clear message that she is still 
among us in spirit. 

The last time I saw my mom she was giving all of us 
kids a tour of her old neighborhood in Linden Hills 
and pointing out the various houses she lived in and the 
significant landmarks she remembered. We had lunch at 
Zumbros and I remember how lovingly she looked at me 
when she saw me enter the restaurant. It was almost as 
if she knew she was going to die soon and she wanted to 
soak in all of me and let me know how proud of me she 
was. So even though we never had an official goodbye, it 
was a beautiful afternoon we spent together.

The timing of hearing the news is the next event that 
I am grateful for. My cell phone had gone off with a 
message ring just as I was going to bed the night before. 
I was too tired to get it so thankfully I just let it go and 
didn’t have to spend a sleepless night distraught over 
the terrible news.  Instead I was up in the morning and 
reading the book The Shack on our veranda. I had just 
read the passage where the main character gets to see 
his child in heaven and she looks just the same as he 
remembers her and she excitingly tells him that all is 
well and that life on earth is just a stepping stone to the 
beautiful life to come. I was so happy and moved to read 
that when all of a sudden my husband and daughter both 
came from their rooms to tell me that my sister has been 
trying to reach me with an urgent message. At that point 
I knew something had happened to Mom. But I also 
knew that she used that book and that timing to give me 
a message that she was happy in her new home.

After hearing the news and taking a long walk on the 
beach to let it start to sink in I went for a swim. As I was 
walking back to my room, I felt her presence enter my 
body. It was like rolling waves of energy entering my 
legs and moving up body. It gave me a lightness of being 
that felt so good that I wanted to keep walking and not 
sit down. I just knew without a doubt that I was being 
visited by an angel or Jesus or most likely my mother. I 

I

Amy  
Quarberg
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thanked  her for letting me know she will still be with me 
in spirit.

Lastly, I have one more situation to share that I am so 
grateful for, and it makes me laugh just thinking about 
it. It was the morning of her funeral and I was going 
to give a tribute to her along with my sister. Being a 
highly emotional person I was not sure how I would 
make it through. I prayed that I would be confident 
and empowered to honor my mother in a way that 
would bring joy to others, because my mom was so 
full of fun and love and humor. So we were at the grave 
site before the funeral and the pastor had just left. As 
the family was all standing around talking, my brother 
Rob suggested we sing “Holy Holy Holy.” This is the 
song we always sing during our church services we have 
at our cabin on the porch in the summer, and one we 
would be processing to at the church, so we thought it 
would be perfect. So as we are singing the second verse 
in full volume we are interrupted by this car horn going 

off…HONK…HONK…HONK. We looked around 
wondering who is breaking this holy moment on this 
quiet and peaceful morning in the cemetery, and we 
discover it is Mom’s Cadillac honking.  We all started 
laughing and realized that she was letting us know she 
was with us in spirit and chiming in as best she could 
using her vehicle as her voice. After that, I wasn’t sad at 
all. I felt empowered and excited to share this amazing 
story with everyone at the funeral and to anyone else 
who wants to listen. My mom has been, and continues 
to be, a witness to God’s love and presence in our lives.  
And for that I am forever grateful.

,
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hen I was younger I had a hard time 
understanding God. The idea that God created 

all that is and that God placed this small blue marble 
called, “Earth” in the sky, was more than I could 
comprehend. I loved being out in nature seeing the 
beauty of hills, valleys, waterfalls and mountains, 
brilliant sunsets and sparkling sunrises, birds and 
animals, plants, and fish both great and small.  I 
saw the beauty of creation and never put together 
the connection of the Creator.  It was not until my 
daughter was born did I understand how grateful I 
was to God.  
As I gazed into her beautiful face and looked at the 
delicate complexity of her fingers, I put together the 
greatest part of creation and life. In my arms staring up 
at me through the face of my gorgeous daughter, was 
the face of God. In that moment the meticulous loving 
hand of God through creation was revealed to me and 
I was in the very presence of the God of the universe. 
I was overwhelmed with the idea that each of us is 
created in the image of God.  

Before Brittany could say a word or even focus her 
eyes enough to see me, she was teaching me about 
how big, loving, abundant and generous God is.  
It is so easy to set our eyes on the negative of life and 
the mistakes of others. We point out differences and 
make people feel as though they do not belong. Being 
grateful brings us face-to-face with our awesome God 
and we can begin to see the world as a gift. What if we 
looked at each person we see as though they were the 
face of God looking back at us?
It is never too late to stop, take a break from our crazy 
fast-paced lives and see the clear fact that God has 
always been grateful for you. You are created in the 
image of God; everyone around you has been created 
in the image of God. Everywhere I look I can see God 
and I am so grateful for children, family, trees, lakes, 
friends and all that surrounds me. God is good!

II.
Nurturing 
gratitude 

and  
generosity
in children and 
grandchildren
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y oldest daughter is a very creative kid. She 
saw an idea online to make toys, then “plant” 
them around town with a little note that says, 

“Take me home; I’m yours!” 

She made little stuffed strawberries out of vintage red 
wool, then embroidered smiley faces on them, then 
she put them in clear baggies with a note, and stapled 
them at stroller/small person level on telephone poles 
around town. I thought it was such a wonderful, 
creative way to spread some cheer. She was laughing 
out loud as she was doing it! 

Zanny Johnson

,

y kids play a lot of different sports and spend 
a lot of time at practices and games with their 
coaches. At the end of every practice and 

every game, I have the kids tell their coaches “Thank 
you!” before they leave. I tell them that their coaches 
take a lot of their own time and effort to spend with 
them and they need to say thank you and show their 
appreciation for all of their personal commitment that 
they have made so that they can play their sports. It’s 
just a small way for them to share their gratitude!  

Jolene Patterson

,

try to remember not only to teach and remind 
our kids to be grateful, but for my husband Jim 
and I to be grateful as well. Our girls are not our 

girls first; first they belong to God and are ours here 
on Earth to love and nurture for God’s service. This 
helps change my perspective and helps on the most 
trying of days – not that there are trying days.          

Sheila-Marie Untiedt

,

n addition to praying each night about the people, 
things, and experiences we are thankful for, we try 
to say thank you as we are going about our day. If 

we are driving in the car and chatting, we sometimes 
take a moment to say, “wow, we’re so lucky God 
gave us this sunny day!” We like to thank God for the 
cloudy and rainy days, too; I want my kids to know 
what a blessing that is as well, even if it is keeping us 
inside for the day!    

Leah Hamilton

,

Practical 
ideas for 

nurturing 
gratitude 

and  
generosity
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irthdays are a big deal in our house. We love to go 
all out to celebrate this special day for our boys. 
Our parties are filled with fun activities and great 

take home gifts for the friends who attend.  

We do all this, however, on a $50 budget. Our boys help 
with every aspect of the party – choosing the theme, 
designing the cake, planning activities and prizes. We 
are creative with writing letters asking for freebies 
from various connections, friends and attendees. For a 
firefighter birthday party, the Stillwater Fire Department 
brought the big fire truck to our house (for a pan 
of bars). For a football party, some Stillwater High 
School football players came to play with the kids (for 
a Lumberjack Sundae at Nelson’s Ice Cream). The 
Minnesota Twins donated stickers and pencils (it never 
hurts to ask). Even the cake, which we make, and ice 
cream is part of the budget. Did you know that you can 
get any color buttercream frosting from the bakery at 
Cub? Our birthdays are all held at our house, allowing 
us to stick to our budget.

The other unique thing that has been part of our boys’ 
birthday parties is the “No Gift” policy. We ask that the 
friends attending the parties not bring gifts for our boys. 
Instead, we suggest a toy to donate to Tubman Family 
Alliance or food items for Valley Outreach. Our boys 
are fine with this arrangement because they do receive 
gifts from mom and dad and other relatives.  

The first time we donated gifts was after a birthday 
party. We talked about the needs of children who are 
helped by Tubman Family Alliance. We suggested to 
our oldest son that he choose two gifts from the ones his 

friends had brought. Jake looked through the pile and 
decided one would be great and he would donate the 
rest.  

Gift-free parties are becoming popular among our 
friends. Our boys have gone to parties to which they 
brought money for a reptile fund and for a dolphin 
educational center. They have brought pajamas, books, 
and food for kids who really need pajamas, books, and 
food.  

Our birthday celebrations reflect what we teach our 
children all year about too many toys and too much stuff 
and that more and bigger and better and newer is not 
practical or responsible and does not make us happier. 
All six of us continue to grow in appreciation, gratitude, 
and the joy of giving.     

Deb Simcik

,

e follow the SHARE, SAVE, SPEND 
allowance idea. Maddie and Elise have labeled 

envelopes with those titles and must take their 
weekly allowance and allot a portion to each envelope. 
They each get to designate what the money in their 
SHARE envelope is going toward, and this may change a 
few times a year. In the past, they have designated Valley 
Outreach, Toys for Tots, Tanzania, Rushford Flood 
Relief, etc. We then make sure they are involved in the 
actual giving of the money.      

Kathy Luoma

W
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ast winter our oldest grandchild had her seventh 
birthday. We still carry the joy of her birth; the 
years pass so quickly! We had recently read an 

article about teaching children and grandchildren the joy 
of sharing and helping others. It is said that seven years 
is the age at which children begin to understand the 
principles of giving money to charity. We thought Julia’s 
birthday would be a perfect occasion to start a birthday 
tradition to teach sharing, generosity and gratitude. 

An article I read suggested talking to your child about 
organizations that depend on the generosity of people 
to help others in need. Step two would be giving them 
a check with the recipient line blank so the child could 
choose an organization to support. Ideally the check 
would be delivered in person, but it could also be mailed. 

“Pop” (Grandpa) thought it would be more meaningful 
for a young child to get twenty one-dollar bills instead 
of a check. “Nana” (Grandma) created Julia’s Sharing 
Journal and wrote a few instructions in the beginning. 
We put the cash in an envelope with a card and the 
journal. 

Opening birthday gifts is such a special time for a seven- 
year-old! Before Julia opened the envelope we explained 
that the money inside was to share with someone who 
needed it. Julia playfully pointed to herself! 

We suggested maybe an animal shelter, the food shelf, 
or a discussion with Mom and Dad for other ideas. 
Julia eagerly opened the envelope. She gasped when 
she saw twenty crisp dollar bills. To her they looked 
like a million! Wide-eyed, she counted the money and 
it seemed as though she wanted to keep it, but in just a 
few seconds she had two piles of ten and said “This goes 
to church, this goes to Mexico!” We were amazed and 
proud that she so quickly was willing and eager to share.

During the week Julia found many places that needed 
the help of a generous person. She decided to give $7 to 
help a student at her school attend a skating event, and 
she went shopping with her mom to spend $13 on items 
to send with a Trinity student to Mexico. She delivered 
those items personally to the missionary.

Julia wrote about the experience in her Sharing Journal, a 
practice that will help her reflect on her sharing over the 
years. It is our plan to continue to encourage generosity 
through this tradition with each of our grandchildren. 
We are finding it to be one of many ways the hearts of 
grandparents and grandchildren are forever bound.     

Norma and Dan Wilson

,
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ur children are 17 and 21, so I asked them directly 
how they learned about gratitude when they 
were growing up. Both responded that it was 

never really an option. Giving of time and gifts, and 
saying “thank-you” was a part of being in our family.

When our children were in their elementary years, both 
had moments when they weren’t sure how they could 
give. We asked each of them to make a list of all kinds 
of things they were gifted and skilled to do – everything 
from singing in the choir to cleaning windows. The ideas 
came from their own experiences and journey, so the 
choices they listed belonged to them. Our role as parents 
was to help support them by helping them show up and 
process the experience with them later.

Several examples of these choices come to mind. The city 
of St. Peter experienced a tornado and Jenna and I went 
and helped the residents clean-up. Mark partnered with 
Ben on scouting service events, especially experiences 
that included the environment since this issue was a 
concern for Ben. These events were chosen and thus 
valued by our children and became part of their personal 
journey.

The opportunities were fun because while we helped 
others, Mark and I were able to spend time with our kids 
and have very intentional conversations about a variety 
of topics.

We also have encouraged “thank-you,” whether it’s as a 
note or a verbal affirmation. Our kids have been invited 
and encouraged to not only write a thank-you, but also 
to thank, in person, people who have reached out to 
them on their journey. The blessings of gratitude, both 
given and received, enrich both the family and individual 
journey and offer the chance to experience life as God 
desires.     

Karen Gieseke

,
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piritual practices are ways to be intentional about 
matters of the soul. When we long for God and 

want to experience God’s presence in our lives, spiritual 
practices help us pause, pay attention and cultivate 
an awareness of God’s love and peace.  Throughout 
Christian history, people of all different temperaments 
and types have discovered a wide variety of spiritual 
practices. 
We are familiar with practices like community worship 
and individual prayer, but so many more exist to explore.  
Practices such as lectio divina, prayer of examen, 
contemplative prayer, and walking meditation can give us 
a taste of God’s nearness and goodness. 
Doing spiritual practices regularly can help us tune in 
to God even when we are not specifically engaged in 
a formal practice. Listening to music, walking outside, 

cooking dinner, and playing with your children or 
grandchildren can become spiritual practices when you 
are fully present in the moment and are aware of God’s 
presence in your daily life.
The spiritual practices on the following pages offer 
a variety of specific ways to nurture gratitude and 
generosity in your life. I encourage you to pick one or 
two and try them for a while. Notice what you learn 
about yourself and how they make a difference in your 
life. See if they help you experience God in a deeper, 
more personal way. Share your stories with people in 
your family and your community.

III.

Pastor Siri Erickson

S

“Be still, and know that I am God!”
–Psalm 46:10
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Background: Busy lives can rob us of the opportunity 
to learn from the past, to see how yesterday might inform 
today. We can benefit from taking time to look back 
over the past 24 hours. By intentionally reviewing our 
interactions, responses, feelings and intentions, we can 
pause to learn more about ourselves and about God’s 
activity in our lives. Rather than interpreting, justifying or 
rationalizing, the intent is to observe and remember. The 
prayer of examen was developed by St. Ignatius of Loyola 
between 1522-1524 CE and gifted to the Society of Jesuits, 
which he founded. St. Ignatius believed that he received the 
prayer of examen as a gift from God to enrich his own life 
and to share with others. The prayer of examen is intended 
as a short, daily period of reflection. 

Process
1. Prepare. Have a journal ready or gather with a friend, 

spouse, group, or your family to share the prayer 
of examen. Begin this practice by recognizing the 
presence of God. Light a candle as a reminder of 
God’s unconditional love and God’s revelation to us 
through our everyday experiences.

2. Review. Quiet your heart and ask God to bring 
to your heart the moment in the last 24 hours for 
which you are most grateful. If you could relive 
one moment, which one would it be? When were 
you most able to give and receive love today? Ask 
yourself what was said and done in that moment that 
made it so special. Breathe in the gratitude you felt 
and receive life again from that moment. Then, ask 
God to bring to your heart the moment in the last 24 
hours for which you are least grateful. When were 
you least able to give and receive love? Ask yourself 
what was said and done in that moment that made it 
so difficult. Be with whatever you feel without trying 
to change or fix it in any way. 

3. Respond. Allow your observations to guide your 
responses. You might need to seek forgiveness, ask 
for direction, share a concern, express gratitude, 
or resolve to make changes and move forward. 
Beginning today, how do you want to live your life 
differently? What patterns do you want to keep living 
tomorrow?

4. Share. Take time to describe as much as you wish 
of these two moments and your responses with a 
friend, group, spouse, family, or write about them in a 
journal.

PRayer 
of  

Examen

“An intentional way to review 
your day, notice God’s presence, 
and embrace the sacredness of 

life with gratitude.”
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xpressing gratitude is a fundamental component of 
virtually every religious tradition. Paul’s letters are 

epistles of gratitude. Psychologists, philosophers, 
and writers in countless cultures and historical periods 
have also recognized and endorsed the power of a grateful 
attitude. Most recently, scientific studies have shown that 
keeping a gratitude journal can significantly improve our 
physical and psychological well-being.

Keeping a gratitude journal can be a spiritual practice that 
focuses our mind and inspires our words and actions. It can 
help cultivate a growing awareness of the Giver, a grateful 
appreciation of all gifts, and a sacred connection with all 
of creation, thus deepening our relationship with God 
and making our world a more peaceful and loving place.

There is no right or wrong way to keep a journal. 
Experiment with different techniques:
1. Five Gifts. Write five things or people for which you 

are thankful. For each, begin by writing “I am grateful 
for…, I am profoundly grateful for…., etc.” Write 
why you are grateful. Don’t hurry through the list. 
Think of each as a gift from God.

2. Gratitude Density. Start with one thing (example: 
food). Write down every single thing and person 
that is needed to provide food—sun, water, dirt, 
minerals, farmers, every piece of farm equipment, 
seed, fertilizer, packaging factories, stores, clerks, shelf 
stockers, etc. Thank God, the original and abundant 
Giver of all.

3.  Minimalist. After spending time in introspection, 
filling your heart and mind with thoughts of gratitude, 
write just one word or one sentence to express what 
you are feeling.

4.  Compliments. Record compliments you have received 
or heard someone give to someone else. Focus on 
appreciation and the effects of expressing appreciation. 
We know God through others. Thank God for these 
people. 

5.  Self-discovery. Write down the positive things and 
discoveries you have been learning about yourself. 
Thank God for your God-given talents. 

6.  Acts of kindness. Record acts of kindness you have 
witnessed, read, or heard about. Focus on the goodness 
of humanity. Thank the Source of all goodness.

7. Family tree. Write why you are thankful for each 
person in your family. Thank God who has planted 
the seed.

8. Resistance. When things are not going well, and you 
find it difficult to open your gratitude journal, spend 
some extra time preparing your mind and heart and 
find little, humorous things to write. “At least I made 
it to work without an accident or a ticket.” “Well, I 
didn’t break any bones today.” “All of the appliances 
are working.”

9. Refocus. When you’re upset with someone or 
something, write everything good about that situation 
or person. Look for the positive and for the goodness. 
Try to change your own attitude because you know 
you can’t change that situation or that person.

10. Abundance. Using stream of consciousness, write 
everything for which you are thankful, as it flows 
into your mind and your heart. Each thing will 
undoubtedly lead to many others. Thank God for the 
abundant blessings in your life. Write your plans to 
use your blessings to bless the world.

The  
gratitude 

journal
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History: In many spiritual traditions, prayers of 
thanksgiving are considered to be the most powerful 
form of prayer because they acknowledge the 
ultimate source of all goodness in humanity and in 
the world.  Giving thanks is a natural response that 
pours forth in times of great joy as well as in times 
of great sadness. In the year 2000, the International 
Year of Thanksgiving, the United Nations proclaimed 
that “thanksgiving is basic in human nature and is 
observed worldwide. It ties human communities 
together and encourages brotherhood [and sisterhood]
and sharing.” Thanking engages our mind, our will, 
and our heart.

Thanking becomes a spiritual practice when:

1. We take nothing for granted and we appreciate all 
we have been given.

2. We acknowledge that God is the source of all 
goodness in ourselves, in others, and in the world, 
and for this we give thanks.

3. We realize that God’s gifts are undeserved and 
unearned, and we are filled with gratitude.

4. We give thanks in times of tragedy and sadness.

5. We see God in those for whom it is difficult to give 
thanks, and we thank God and ask for blessings 
upon them.

6. We live in a sense of wonder and appreciation for 
life and we thank God for all that is ordinary as 
well as for that which is extraordinary.

7. We live in a joyful, peaceful state because we have 
chosen a grateful attitude.

8. We intentionally give thanks to others, at every 
opportunity, with our presence, our words, and 
our deeds.

9. Our thanks to others embodies our thanks to God.

10. We are fully alive, at one with the universe and all 
of humanity, overflowing with gratitude to God.

Spiritual  
Practice: 

Thanking

Method: 
A Lifestyle of  

Gratitude
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History: Since the beginning of time, people have 
been giving. Giving creates or strengthens a bond 
with the receiver. We give to God by giving to 
others. We give help, comfort, encouragement, and 
thanks. We give smiles, hugs, and praise. Of all that 
we bigheartedly give, it’s our money that is the most 
difficult to share. We resist, withhold, or struggle. 
Giving our treasure as willingly as we give our time 
and our talent is a powerful spiritual practice.

Giving becomes a spiritual practice when:

1. We realize that all we have and all that we are, are 
gifts from God for us to share.

2. We understand giving as stewarding God’s gifts to 
us.

3. We believe that everything belongs to God alone.

4. We give joyfully.

5. We give gratefully.

6. We give regularly, intentionally, proportionately, 
increasingly.

7. We give with complete trust in God.

8. We allow God to flow through us.

9. We live a life in which every action is an intentional 
act of giving to God.

10. Living is giving.

Spiritual  
Practice: 

Giving

Method: 
A Lifestyle of  
Intentional, 

Regular  
Giving

“It is the heart that gives; the fingers just let go.”
–proverb from the Ibo people in southeastern Nigeria
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I want to carry gratitude and abundance with me each 
day in every moment. I find that I need reminders 
to shift to an attitude of gratitude so I’ve begun the 
following morning practice:

I stand looking out a window at the 
trees and the St. Croix River in the 
distance.

I take a deep breath.

I spray a mixture of lavender oil, 
eucalyptus oil and water towards my 
heart as I say, “I invite abundance and 
gratitude to be centered in my heart 
today.”

I breathe deeply again as I spray the 
top of my head saying, “May my 
mind focus on gratitude and see the 
abundance in the world today.”

I breathe again, smelling the calming 
scent as I spray my abdomen and 
legs while I say, “May I be grounded 
today in blessings, abundance and 
gratitude.”

I pause, breathe, and notice my 
connection to God.

Then I continue my morning routine 
and start my day. 

Often I’ll catch a whiff of the scent later during my 
day and I’ll be reminded of my connection to God.  I 
take another moment to check in on my level of peace, 
centeredness and gratitude. Then I get the opportunity 
to once again, shift. 

Spiritual  
Practice: 

Rituals  
and  

traditions

Method: 
A Gratitude 

Shift

Jody Thone 
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“In 1900 the average person living  
in the United States wanted  

72 different things and  
considered 18 of them essential. 

Today the average person wants 500 things 
and considers 100 of them essential.” 

–Max Lucado

We are in the midst of an economic period of 
tremendous anxiety and stress. We acknowledge our 
money worries. We do not take them lightly.  

Here’s how to cultivate gratitude:

1. Count your blessings. We have been abundantly 
blessed by a generous and loving God. Write down 
your spiritual and material blessings. Give thanks.

2. Cut back. We know from gardening that pruning 
is essential to encourage healthy growth. Focus 
on a simpler lifestyle in order to lead a fuller life. 
Budget. Live within your means. Give thanks.

3. Learn to be content. This is not an easy lesson. We 
are told every day that there are more and bigger 

things that we need, when, in fact, most of us have 
all that we need and much, much more. Savor and 
treasure all that you have. Give thanks.

4. Give generously. Continue to give. We have 
taught our children to share. More than before, 
there are many who need us to share. We respond 
from our deep gratitude for all that we have and all 
that we are, for life itself, for our many unearned 
and unmerited blessings. Experience the blessing of 
giving. Live generously.

5. Turn your financial downturn into a spiritual 
upturn. Some of our children continue to think 
that money grows on trees. Our money trees have 
been whacked down. If we replant ourselves firmly 
in the rich soil of God’s love, our roots of faith 
and trust will go deeper and our trunks will grow 
taller and stronger. Our branches will reach out 
welcoming those who need shelter, nourishment, 
and rest. Look up. Reach out.

Gratitude 
 In Our  

Distressed 
Economy

Love generously.

Thank loudly.

Live fully.
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IV. ur beliefs:

God is the owner of everything. 

God flows through us when we steward our gifts.

God’s resources and grace are abundant and sufficient.

Our central and eternal relationship with God is 
transmitted and sustained by many relationships.

Gratitude is expressed through generous giving and 
generous living.

Giving is transformational--individually and as a faith 
community. 

Gratitude to God, and our response to it changes our 
lives. It changes the world.

Our faith grows as our gratitude grows; our gratitude 
grows as our faith grows.

Genuine faith manifests itself in concrete acts of 
love for others and in loosening the grip on one’s 
possessions.

We are grateful for all who shared their stories and 
their thoughts to inspire and rekindle our faith and 
our gratitude. 

“At times our own light goes out and is rekindled by 
a spark from another person. Each of us has cause to 
think with deep gratitude on those who have lighted 
the flame within us.” 
      –Albert Schweitzer

We are also grateful for the editors: Colleen Baldrica, 
Joan Fogelberg, Michele Hermansen, Kristen Hoel, 
and Kari Kahl, and to Mary Steffl and Amy Shalles for 
layout and design.

Trinity’s Gratitude Team

Nurturing a culture of gratitude and generosity 
through education and inspiration

Janice Constantine 
Julie Jolivette 
Dana Miller 

Jan and Lynn Most 
Pastor Dan Poffenberger 

Ralph Steiner 
Norma and Dan Wilson 

Ann Wolff 
 

Nurturing a 
culture of  
Gratitude 

and  
generosity 

through 
education 

and  
inspiration

The Gratitude Team
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Thank You, God (board book)  
by P.K. Hallinan

*Thank you God (board book)  
by Stephanie Longfoot

*Thank you God For My Two 
Hands (board book)   
by Christine and Rondi Tangvald

A Sky Full of Praise  (ages 3-7)  
by Karen Hill

The Secret of Saying Thanks  
(ages 3-8)  
by Douglas Wood

The Berenstain Bears Count Their 
Blessings (ages 4-8) 
by Stan and Jan Berenstain

The Berenstain Bears Think of  
Those in Need (ages 4-8) 
by Stan and Jan Berenstain

*Thanks and Giving (ages 4-8)  
by Marlo Thomas

The Giving Tree (ages 4-8)  
by Shel Silverstein

Grateful: A Song of Giving Thanks  
(ages 4-8) book and CD  
by John Bucchino

Too Many Toys (ages 4-8)  
by David Shannon

It’s Not What You’ve Got! Lessons 
for Kids on Money and Abundance 
(ages 4-8) by Dr. Wayne W. Dyer

Alexander Who Used To Be Rich 
Last Sunday (ages 4-8) 
by Judith Viorst

Thank You, Grandpa (ages 5-8)  
by Lynn Plourde

Thanksgiving is for Giving Thanks  
(ages 5-8)  
by Margaret Sutherland

*Listen to the Wind: The Story of  
Dr. Greg and Three Cups of Tea   
(ages 6-8)  
by Greg Mortenson

The Table Where Rich People Sit   
(ages 6-9)  
by Byrd Baylor

I’m in Charge of Celebrations  
(ages 6-9) by Byrd Baylor

The Giving Book: Open The Door 
To A Lifetime Of Giving (ages 
6-11)  
by Ellen Sabin

*Three Cups of Tea: One Man’s 
Journey to Change the World…
One Child at a Time (ages 8-12)  
by Greg Mortenson

The Thank You Book for Kids  
by Ali Lauren Spizman  
(the author is 12 years old)

Gratitude 
and  

Generosity: 
Books for  

Children 

*available in 
Trinity’s  
Living Library
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*Thanks! How the new science of 
gratitude can make you happier   
by Robert A. Emmons 

*Words of Gratitude For  
Mind, Body, and Soul  
by Robert A. Emmons and  
Joanna Hill

*Gratitude: A Way of Life  
by Louise L. Hay and Friends

*Giving Thanks: The Gifts of 
Gratitude by M. J. Ryan    

*Attitudes of Gratitude: How to 
Give and Receive Joy Every Day of 
your Life by M. J. Ryan

Gratitude by Dan Zadra

Thank You: In Appreciation Of You 
And All That You Do  
by Dan Zadra 

*Three Cups of Tea: One Man’s 
Mission to Promote Peace…One 
School at a Time  
by Greg Mortenson (see also the 
children’s and young readers’  
versions of this story)

*The School That Fell From the Sky 
by Fred Hargesheimer

Pay it Forward (book or  DVD)  
by Catherine Ryan Hyde

*The Gift of a Generous Heart  
(DVD available only at Trinity)  
by Rev. Gary Langness

Prodigal Sons and Material Girls: 
How Not To Be Your Child’s ATM 
by Nathan Dungan

Raising Charitable Children 
by Carol Weigman

How to Raise Happy Children  
http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=OHjwurV1j38

To Give and Give Again: A 
Christian Imperative for Generosity 
by Donald W. Hinze

Thanking & Blessing – the sacred 
art: Spiritual Vitality through 
Gratefulness by Jay Marshall

Giving – the sacred art: Creating a 
Lifestyle of Generosity  
by Lauren Tyler Wright

Gratefulness, the Heart of Prayer: 
An Approach to Life in Fullness  
by Brother David Steindl-Rast

A Book of Psalms Selected and 
Adapted from the Hebrew  
by Stephen Mitchell

The Thanksgiving Game   
board game available on  
Amazon.com

Parent Link monthly email. 
Contact rchristiansen@trinitylc.org 
to subscribe. Regular feature: 
“Nurturing Gratitude and 
Generosity”

Trinity Today monthly newsletter 
available on Trinity website  
www.trinitylc.org  
(Explore Trinity)   
Regular feature:  
“Grateful Lives Generous Hearts”

www.gratefulness.org                                    

Gratitude 
and 

Generosity: 
Books and  
Resources

*available in 
Trinity’s  
Living Library
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