
Chapter 34 - Gratitude 

Even the smallest hint of this vision (the thirty-three chapters above) elicits only 

one reasonable, sane response: gratitude. 

Gratitude is the first spontaneous beginning of religion. One of my teachers, who 

was also one of the wisest men I ever met, Father W. Norris Clarke, S.J., told me 

that he once went to Tibet, on his own, just to see how Buddhist monks lived the 

life of holiness. He was welcomed by the abbot, and they had deep, mutually 

respectful, and profitable conversations. Before Father Clarke left, the abbot said: 

“Our religions are very different, but I think our hearts are not so different. I 

would like to test that idea, if you agree. Let us each answer the same question 

and compare our answers. My question is: What is the single most essential 

attitude of the human heart that is necessary for any and all religion? I will also 

ask this question to three of my monks. I have never asked them this question 

before, so they will have to answer from their own hearts. Let us write our 

answers on five pieces of paper and then unfold them and read them aloud.” 

Father Clarke agreed that was an excellent experiment. When the five slips of 

paper were unfolded, the same word appeared on all five: “gratitude”. 

Father Clarke then said to the abbot, “That is very impressive, and very 

enlightening. What do you mean by gratitude. Gratitude for what?” The reply 

was: “For everything. For matter, for mind, for life, for death, for everything that 

has existence, for the mystery of existence itself.” Father Clarke again thought 

that impressive and profound. Then he asked, “You Buddhists do not believe in a 

Creator-God, so when you are grateful for everything, to whom are you grateful?” 

The abbot’s honest reply was: “We do not know the answer to that question.” It 

was Father Clarke’s turn to smile: “Well, we do.” 

The worst moment in the life of an atheist is the moment when he feels this deep, 

cosmic gratitude and knows, deep down, that it is very right to feel it, and there is 

no one to be grateful to. It is like Romeo feeling profound romantic love in a 

world where there is no Juliet. 

  

We express our gratitude especially in three ways: prayer, fasting, and almsgiving. 

For we express gratitude in both words and deeds, and prayer is the words while 



fasting and almsgiving are the two sides of the deeds. Fasting means, not just 

fasting from food, but sacrificing anything to which our hearts are attached for 

the sake of God and others. Almsgiving is the positive side of fasting: it means, not 

just giving money, but giving whatever we have to others. Those are the deeds of 

gratitude, which are the deeds of love. The words of gratitude are prayer, 

especially the prayer of praise. 

Our prayers are radically inadequate. Therefore God has provided for us many 

things to make up for that inadequacy. The Scriptures are one of them, especially 

the prayers in the Psalms. The Church’s public liturgy is another. Others’ prayers 

help, too. So do the “charisms” (“gifts”) of prayer, including the charismatic gift of 

tongues. 

This is a gift that is meant for the whole Church (according to the New Testament: 

see 1 Cor 14:5) but is often associated with only a “fringe” of it. One form of this 

gift is speaking in earthly languages you have never learned. That was what 

happened on Pentecost, and it was striking and miraculous. It still occurs 

occasionally, but rarely. The much more common form is the gift of a prayer 

language you do not understand, and neither does anyone else but God. God 

gives this gift because rational understanding can get in the way. That 

psychological principle is behind repetitions in all religions, such as the word 

“Om” or mantras in Hinduism and, in Western religions, repetitions in the public 

liturgy and in private devotions like the rosary and the chaplet of divine mercy. As 

a busy mother gives a toddler a toy to distract him, the heart gives the intellect 

and its tongue the toy of words to distract it so that the heart can do its work of 

mysterious love, the love that goes beyond the mind, undistracted and 

unhindered by the intellect. 

Since this is a gift for all, we should all ask God for it and use it when it is given. 

Then we will be able to express our gratitude and praise in words that do not 

have conceptual frames, borders, and limits, words whose meanings are known to 

God alone, words that are God’s own language. 

For our gratitude to God for His infinite and incomprehensible beauty and for His 

even more incomprehensible love can never be expressed in words. For words 

have limits; the concepts they express are meaningful to us only because they are 

like little pictures with big frames or rivers with banks or lakes with shores. 



Praying in tongues is one way of removing the banks from the rivers so that the 

rivers become the sea. 


