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Gratitude is like a rare flower found in a wintry landscape.  Our human nature tends to take for granted favors and gifts, especially those that come from God.  Today’s readings reveal the exceptional gratitude of those who discover the living God and his action in their lives like a breath of fresh air.

In today’s first reading Naaman, a Syrian official who had contracted leprosy, went down to Israel to seek a cure for his leprosy. He first despised the simple action of having to wash seven times in the river Jordan, but his action was rewarded by being cleansed of leprosy.  Full of joy and boundless gratitude, Naaman sought to bestow upon Elisha, God´s prophet, the treasures that he had brought with him.  Elisha refuses payment.  Naaman then responds with a resolution worthy of his gratitude – to worship and offer sacrifice only to the true God who saved him.

In the Gospel, Jesus is traveling between Galilee and Jerusalem, through Samaria.  A group of ten lepers approach him.  They had probably heard of his qualities as a healer, and calling him by name, asks him to heal them.  As they go on their way, they find themselves cleansed of their leprosy.  Only one of the ten returns to thank Jesus.  Because of his newly awakened faith in Jesus, the Lord tells him that he has been saved.

This past Monday I was watching an episode of Miami Ink, a show about tattoo artist and their clients.  This episode featured a man that was having a tattoo placed on his arm to remind him of how God had helped him quit a nine year addiction to meth.  On the other hand the tattoo artist felt that he should give himself more credit for changing his own life, instead of giving God the credit.

Bill Wilson, the founder of Alcoholics Anonymous, had tried for years to quit drinking.  An agnostic, Wilson consulted a friend who counseled him to seek God’s help.  Wilson went to his hotel room after a conversation with the friend.  Crying out in desperation, he prayed an unusual prayer, “If there is a God, let him show himself! I am ready to do anything.  Anything!”  According to his account, his room was bathed in a white light, conveying the presence of God.  In his words, “It seemed to me, in the mind’s eye, that I was on a mountain and that a wind not of air, but of spirit was blowing.  And then it burst upon me that I was a free man.”  That experience enabled him to find a way to stop drinking, for which he thank God the rest of his life.

St. Paul is another example of a man who was on the wrong path in life, persecuting Christians, but who received the infinite gift of faith because of the Lord´s mercy.  He never forgets to give thanks for his conversion, his faith and experience of God´s love and the promise of eternal life in Christ.  In his Second Letter to Timothy, he reveals just how much his heart overflows with recognition and gratitude.  He is willing to suffer imprisonment and even death for the Lord. He offers all that he undergoes for those who God wants to save through Christ, that they too might receive the gifts for which he is so grateful. 
When we stumble upon a marvelous reality previously unknown to us, wonder and enthusiasm well up within us.  However, when something or someone becomes familiar to us, we downplay the benefits that come to us. 

Unfortunately, this also happens with God.  Our life is filled with a multitude of unmerited blessings – health, food, family and friends, our faith, even our very lives.  God´s providence and goodness in the form of these ever-present gifts leads to familiarity and expectation – "I have earned them," "I deserve them." It seems natural to us that God responds to our prayer.  Therefore, we forget to say a sincere "Thank you" or to offer the homage of our hearts in worship, praise and adoration.  The result is that we take God for granted.  In fact, we take so much and so many people for granted, because a favor done by a spouse or a parent or a friend has become "normal" for us. 
The secret to perceiving the Giver and his gift anew is to awaken our sense of wonder, to reflect upon what God has done and is doing in our lives.  St. Paul felt that way about his conversion years after it happened, when speaking about it during his trial, as he did when it first happened.  He perceived the wonders of the Lord and thanked him from the depths of his heart. 

However, St. Paul also teaches us that gratitude to God is more than just a sentiment.  It is an attitude that leads us to action.  Gratitude implies that we value what we have received, especially the most priceless of gifts: our life of grace and friendship with God, the gifts of faith, hope and love, the sacraments and our salvation.  Gratitude means that we love and use them, that we guard and conserve them in all their purity and health.  We all recognize the immaturity of a child who carelessly throws around a new toy or who complains of being bored the day after Christmas.  We need to fight against this same immaturity in our relationship with God and his gifts.

Developing gratitude goes hand in hand with the virtue of humility because it requires that we recognize our neediness and unworthiness.  Gratitude should also deepen our love for God.  God gives us this multitude of gifts as means to find him, to raise us up again, to restore in us our fallen image, to give us our inheritance as sons and daughters.  He is not simply looking for a fury of "Thank you's."  What he desires is our happiness; what he seeks is our love.  We show gratitude not out of fear, but out of love, because we have discovered Him who loved us first.

