
Gratefulness, the Heart of Prayer 

The other day Frank and I were walking at Fort Casey when we spotted a raptor hovering above 

the ground like a helicopter.  We had never seen this particular kind of bird before, nor witnessed such 

behavior.  It turned out to be an American kestrel hunting for prey.  It was a delightful surprise, one we 

will long remember.  But could it really be said that our delight was a form of prayer? 

For the Benedictine monk David Steindl-Rast, such moments of surprise want to teach us that 

everything is a gift.  To the extent we are awake to this truth, we are grateful.   

 St. Paul expressed this awareness of life as gift when he wrote, “In all things give thanks.” (1 

Thess. 5:18)   Note he does not say for all things, but in all things – a crucial difference.  No matter how 

difficult our circumstances may be, God continues to grace us in unexpected ways.   

 If surprise is the key to gratefulness, is it possible to cultivate an openness to surprise, even in its 

most mundane forms?  Finding God in the ordinary seems imperative in these days of sheltering in 

place. 

 Here are a few suggestions to get started on cultivating an attitude of gratefulness. 

 First, pray each morning before starting your day that God will open your senses to the 

gifts that are all around. 

 Resolve to take time to discover something new every day about the backdrop of your 

life – whatever you take for granted.  Insight may come in a flash but preparing for it 

takes time and intentionality. 

 If circumstances permit, go outdoors and examine one living thing – a tree, a 

mushroom, a plant.  Be open to wonder as you gaze, feel, and smell.   

 Look at a familiar object with new eyes.  For example, consider a sheet of paper and 

how it came to be, from the tree producing the wood, to the myriad of people who 

were involved in making it and causing it to come into your hands. 

 Eat a piece of fruit with mindfulness.  Chew slowly and savor its texture, odor, and 

flavor.   

 

By allowing ourselves to be surprised by the ordinary, it’s a short step to the actions we 

commonly recognize as prayer – praise for the One from whom all blessings flow, and thanksgiving for 

particular blessings we recognize in our lives.  But all that has gone before – the voluntary acts of 

preparation as well as the involuntary “aha” response of aliveness – contribute to an attitude of 

gratefulness, and so is a form of prayer.  And that is why Br. Steindl-Rast entitled his spiritual classic 

Gratefulness, the Heart of Prayer.  It makes for excellent Advent reading. 
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