
HENRI J.M. NOUWEN (1932-1996 )  

  
• born in war-time Holland to a Catholic family 
• ordained a priest  at age 25, PhD in psychology at 31 
• came to the U.S. at 32 and taught at Notre Dame, Yale, and Harvard,  
• wrote more than 13 books 
• travelled to Bolivia & grew in concern for the poor & his own ‘downward 

mobility’; struggled with his own vocation, experienced depression 
• resigned from Harvard at 53 to become pastor for a L’Arche community, 

founded by Jean Vanier, where those with handicaps and their assistants live together 
as God’s children. Many members of L’Arche do not read, and Henri’s restless spirit 
wanted a home where his reputation would mean nothing.     

• Nouwen expresses a day-to-day faith that is as difficult as it is glorious.     
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A life of faith is a life of gratitude---it means 

a life in which I am willing to experience my 
complete dependence upon God and to praise 
and thank Him unceasingly for the gift of being. A 
truly Eucharistic** life means always saying thanks 
to God, always praising God, and always being 
more surprised by the abundance of God’s 
goodness and love. How can such a life not also 
be a joyful life? It is the truly converted life in 
which God has become the center of all. There 
gratitude is joy and joy is gratitude and everything 
becomes a surprising sign of God’s presence.  

**eucharistia, from Greek, Eucharist, gratitude, from 
eucharistos grateful, to show favor, akin to Greek chairein to rejoice    

 
(Translated from Nachts bricht der Tag, 86) 

 
[How have you experienced gratitude?  
Why is a ‘truly converted life’ a life of joy?] 
 
2.2.2.2. Gratitude as a disciplineGratitude as a disciplineGratitude as a disciplineGratitude as a discipline        
       

In the past I always thought of gratitude as 
a spontaneous response to the awareness of gifts 
received, but now I realise that gratitude can also 
be lived as a discipline. The discipline of gratitude 
is the explicit effort to acknowledge that all I am 
and have is given to me as a gift of love, a gift to 
be celebrated with joy. 
      Gratitude as a discipline involves a 
conscious choice. I can choose to be grateful even 
when my emotions and feelings are still steeped in 
hurt and resentment. It is amazing how many 
occasions present themselves in which I can 
choose gratitude instead of a complaint. I can 
choose to be grateful when I am criticised, even 
when my heart still responds in bitterness. I can 
choose to speak about goodness and beauty, even 
when my inner eye still looks for someone to 

accuse or something to call ugly. I can choose to 
listen to the voices that forgive and to look at the 
faces that smile, even while I still hear words of 
revenge and see grimaces of hatred. 
      There is always the choice between 
resentment and gratitude because God has 
appeared in my darkness, urged me to come 
home, and declared in a voice filled with affection: 
“You are with Me always, and all I have is yours.” 
Indeed, I can choose to dwell in the darkness in 
which I stand, point to those who are seemingly 
better off than I, lament about the many 
misfortunes that have plagued me in the past, and 
thereby wrap myself up in my resentment. But I 
don’t have to do this. There is the option to look 
into the eyes of the One who came out to search 
for me and see therein that all I am and all I have is 
pure gift calling for gratitude. 
      The choice for gratitude rarely comes 
without some real effort. But each time I make it, 
the next choice is a little easier, a little freer, a little 
less self-conscious. Because every gift I 
acknowledge reveals another and another until 
finally, even the most normal, obvious, and 
seemingly mundane event or encounter proves to 
be filled with grace. There is an Estonian proverb 
that says: “Who does not thank for little will not 
thank for much.” Acts of gratitude make one 
grateful because, step by step, they reveal that all 
is grace. (The return of the Prodigal Son, 85) 
 
[Compare Nouwen’s earlier concept of gratitude 
(paragraph 1) with his current concept.  What is new 
for you in his description of how gratitude works?]   
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Gratitude in its deepest sense means to live 
life as a gift to be received gratefully. But gratitude 
as the Gospel speaks about it embraces all of life: 



the good and the bad, the joyful and the painful, 
the holy and the not so holy. Is this possible in a 
society where gladness and sadness, joy and 
sorrow, peace and conflict, remain radically 
separated? Can we counter the many 
advertisements that tell us, “You cannot be glad 
when you are sad, so be happy: buy this, do that, 
go here, go there, and you will have a moment of 
happiness during which you can forget your 
sorrow?” Is it truly possible to embrace with 
gratitude all of our life and not just the good things 

that we 
like to 

remember? 
      Jesus calls us to recognise that gladness 
and sadness are never separate, that joy and 
sorrow really belong together, and that mourning 
and dancing are part of the same movement. That 
is why Jesus calls us to be grateful for every 
moment that we have lived and to claim our 
unique journey as God’s way to mould our hearts 
to greater conformity with God’s own. The cross is 
the main symbol of our faith, and it invites us to 
find hope where we see pain and to reaffirm the 
resurrection where we see death. The call to be 
grateful is a call to trust that every moment of our 
life can be claimed as the way of the cross that 
leads us to new life. When the disciples were on 
the way to Emmaus and met Jesus, they could not 
believe that there was much fruit to be expected 
from all the suffering they had witnessed. But Jesus 
revealed that it was precisely because of the 
suffering and pain that new life was born. It is so 
easy for me to put the bad memories under the 
rug of my life and to think only about the good 
things that please me. By doing so, however, I 
prevent myself from discovering the joy beneath 
my sorrow, the peace hidden in the midst of my 
conflicts, and the strength that becomes visible in 
the midst of my weakness. (“All is Grace” 39-40) 
 
[How does Nouwen’s view of gratitude compare to our 
culture’s view?  Do you believe that we can embrace 
all of our life with gratitude?  Do you think that we 
should? How does gratitude transform us?] 
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“We are really grateful for all the good 
things . . .We simply have to accept or try to forget 
the painful moments.” The attitude expressed in 
these words made me aware of how often we tend 
to divide our past into good things to remember 
with gratitude and painful things to accept or 
forget. Once we accept this division, however, we 
quickly develop a mentality in which we hope to 
collect more good memories than bad memories, 
more things to be grateful for than things to 
complain about. But this way of thinking, which at 
first glance seems quite natural, prevents us from 
truly allowing our whole past to be the source from 
which we live our future. Is this the gratitude to 
which the Gospel calls us? 
      Gratitude is not a simple emotion or an 
obvious attitude. It is a difficult discipline to 
constantly reclaim my whole past as the concrete 
way in which God has led me to this moment and 
is sending me into the future. It is hard precisely 
because it challenges me to face the painful 
moments---experiences of rejection and 
abandonment, feelings of loss and failure---and 
gradually to discover in them the pruning hands of 
God purifying my heart for deeper love, stronger 
hope, and broader faith. Jesus says to His disciples 
that although they are as intimately related to Him 
as branches are to the vine, they still need to be 
pruned in order to bear more fruit (John 15:1-5). 
Pruning means cutting, reshaping, removing what 
diminishes vitality. . . 
      Grateful people are those who can 
celebrate even the pains of life because they trust 
that when harvest time comes the fruit will show 
that the pruning was not punishment but 
purification. 
      I am gradually learning that the call to 
gratitude asks us to say “everything is 
grace.” When our gratitude for the past is only 
partial, our hope for a new future can never be full. 
. .If we are to be truly ready for a new task in the 
service of God, truly to be sent into a new mission, 
our entire past, gathered into the spaciousness of a 
converted heart, must become the source of 
energy that moves us toward the future.  
(“All is Grace” 39-41) 
 
[Why does trust help us to be grateful? 
In your own life what could it mean to say:  
“Everything is grace?” 
How has this reading from Nouwen changed your 
thoughts about gratitude?] 


