
T he Journey to a Thankful Heart: 
Having grown up with abundance upon the table,  I realize that for much 

of my life, I very much took for granted the food I ate.  It is not that I 

grew up in a wealthy home.  By American standards we were probably in 

the lower echelon of the middle class—yet we were never in want for food.  No, quite 

the opposite—we ate all too well.  I still have the fat cells to prove it. 

My mother was a Dane, you see, and that culture was deeply rooted in her.  When I 

was just a little guy, she  baked pies, pastries, and other amazing delectables almost 

daily.  I've been told that a person remembers very little from the first five years of 

life.  Yet, one of my most vivid memories took place when I was only three or four...  

I was standing on a stool in our kitchen, looking over the counter—my stomach grumbling--watching with eager 

anticipation as my mother removed donuts from the hot oil.  She would place them in a brown paper bag, filled 

with snowy white powdered sugar.  Then she would pass it to me.  I would eagerly shake the bag to coat the 

donuts (are you salivating yet?).  I can still smell the aroma and taste their gooey sweetness. 

Not many years afterwards, when I was in the first grade, my parents divorced.  Mom, who took on the task of 

raising my four older siblings and me, worked a full time job as a grocery checker.  The homemade sweets came 

less often.  But there was still plenty of cooking on her days off, enough to put a rather healthy girth on me by my 

early teen years.  Our taco dinners, of slow-cooked shredded beef, are a family legend.  And nobody on this 

planet has ever made a potato salad as good as my mother! 

I believe my parent's generation, who grew up during the great depression and war years, had a deep appreciation 

for the gift of food.  They knew what it was to go without.  They tried hard to instill that appreciation in us.  

Growing up, we heard stories about the Depression years, and about starving people in Africa, as we were told to 

eat our peas.  But starvation was far removed from our reality.  So I guess it would be fair to say that I grew up 

spoiled, at least in regards to appreciating the abundance before me. 

For me, the journey from spoiled to thankful has been a long and winding one.  And it has, at times, been treach-

erous.  The path has taken me through deep valleys.  And I have been lost in the darkest woods.  Yet every so often, 

the path emerges upon a mountain top, a place where I can see clearly where I have come from, and I gain a faint 

glimpse of the road ahead.  I am happy to report that I have discovered a good land.  A place where I can see all of 

the blessings I have gained along the way.  I call this place, where I have made my home, the land of abundance.   

When I look back at the perils of the journey, I can only conclude that it is by some amazing grace that I have 

managed to attain a thankful spirit.  Adversity and broken-heartedness are road blocks to gratitude.  Those near to 

us know that my wife Rhonda and I--along with our family--have walked through the unthinkable.  We have had 

many troubles, and lost many that we love, including my mother.  But the darkest days were when we lost our 23 

year old son, Joel, to suicide in 2004.  I did not believe that I could ever recover from that.  The grief of his death 

will forever haunt us.  And yet, by grace, we have discovered that grief and joy can co-exist in our lives.  Part of 

coming to a place of joy, is learning to walk upon the path of thankfulness.   

It is because of our belief in the power of thankfulness, that we have chased after it.  

We know that an attitude of gratefulness is good for the soul, good for the spirit, and 

good for our health.  It can even help mend a heart, seemingly crushed beyond repair. 

I will say that we were given an amazing gift to help us along this path.  Just 

months before our son stole his life away, a beautiful granddaughter was born into 

our world.  We have been active in raising her in the many years since.  She has 

brought incredible joy and healing to us.  The journey would have been much 

darker and colder without the joy she brings. 

Beyond the receiving of such gifts, I have discovered that I will only have a heart 

of gratitude if I deeply desire it.  It does not come naturally, at least not for me.  I 

find whining and self-pity an easier place to dwell.  And yet having discovered the 

joy of thankfulness, I no longer wish to live in self-imposed bitterness.  The weight 

is too heavy for me. 

 

 



One lesson I have learned upon my journey, is that I benefit greatly 

from meditating upon the things I am thankful for.  We are not the 

only ones who have faced great difficulties.  But even in the darkest 

times, good things can be found if we look for them.  When I find that 

I have strayed away from the land of abundance—which happens all 

too often--I find a quiet place, and begin to write down the things I am 

thankful for.  It changes my perspective.  It has never failed to create a 

greater sense of contentment within me.  My wife is even more 

committed to this than I.  For months, she listed twenty things every 

day (and trying not to be repetitive).  They were things as simple as a 

good cup of coffee, or a friend who called to see how she was doing.  I watched her countenance rise, and 

laughter return to her broken heart. 

There is a one thing I have done well in my life, and it has brought me great reward.  I have surrounded myself 

with those who walk upon the road of thankfulness—who reside in the land of abundance.  We all know people 

who wallow in the mud of bitterness and complaining.  I have compassion for those people.  But for my circle of 

dearest friends, I choose those who face their trials with the courage to pursue what is good and true in this world.  

And I am abundantly blessed with many such people in my life.  Among these is our long-time pastor, and friend, 

who relentlessly preaches on the power of a thankful heart.  His words carry power in my life, for he and his wife 

have walked a journey as difficult as our own. 

I guess what I want to say is that, for me, thankfulness has become largely a choice—or rather a thousand 

choices—in the face of life's circumstances.  When life is hard, choosing is hard.  But I believe we are not left 

alone on this path.  There is one who sticks close by our side, closer than a brother.   

I would not be true to myself if I did not expose the role of my faith in bringing healing to my heart, and in 

shaping my attitudes and beliefs.  I find inspiration in men who were written of in the Bible, like David, and the 

apostle John.  These were ordinary men, who walked through fire, yet never waivered in their belief that God is 

good, and loves us deeply.  And my greatest inspiration is Jesus himself, who walks by my side, showing me the 

power of a thankful heart towards the Father--the giver of all good gifts.   

As you might imagine, these beliefs have been strongly challenged in the dark times.  After the loss of our son, I 

was deeply angry with God, and doubted his love and goodness.  Yet it is in those times of despair that he draws 

nearest to me.  He places his strong arms of love around me, and his heart grieves with my own.   And with his 

gentle voice, he whispers words of hope to me.  He assures me, relentlessly, that my son is safe with him now.  I 

know my heart will throb, and swell with joy on that day when I see him again. 

Well it would appear that I have strayed far away from the subject of food as I have pursued the subject of 

thankfulness.  Or have I?  Maybe not as far as it seems.  For as a man who loves to cook--and loves even more to 

eat--food has become one of the gifts for which I am most grateful. 

Yes, I have traveled well beyond taking my food for granted.  My favorite places have become the kitchen, the 

table, and my garden.  The garden is a place where my soul is renewed, as I see life sprout from lifeless seeds 

buried within the earth.  My kitchen is where I create edible treasures--like an artist with a palette of colors.  And 

the table is a place of refuge and renewal for me; a place to gather with the people I love.   

Thankfulness dawned slowly for me after the loss of our son.  I was barely aware of it.  I think it was at the table 

where I first recognized it's coming.  Not surprisingly it was in Tuscany--a land I cherish--for it inspires awe 

within me.  We'd gone to Italy with three other couples, some of our dearest friends.  Some nights we ate in 

charming little trattorias.  But the dinners I remember most fondly, are the ones we prepared together, and  

savored at the long, wooden table of our rented farmhouse.  We sat for hours into the evenings, opening our 

hearts and our lives to one another.  We ate amazingly, and drank juicy bottles of local wine.  We laughed a lot, 

and shed a few tears together.  And I began to see that part of me was becoming whole again. 

I am inspired by a quote from the late Luciano Pavarotti... “One of the very nicest things about life is the way we 

must regularly stop whatever it is we are doing and devote our attention to eating”  To that I say “here, here”.  I 

wish you many fabulous meals, taken with people you love, and a grateful heart.  Buon appetitio! 

 


