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On Gratitude
Adrian D. Van Breda
Serm on p repa red for 9 September 2007,
Twentieth sermon.
Genesis 1:26-28; 2:8,9,15
(18 m inutes)
Them e: “The gratitude that motivated God to create the universe
is the foundation of our capa city for relationships and prod uctiveness”

Creation. “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth” (Gen 1:1). Magnificent
words to open the B ook of Go d! “In the b egin nin g, God create d th e he ave ns a nd the e arth .”
The opening words of a book typically set the scene for everything that follows – they define
what is importan t in that book – they set the tone of the book – they introdu ce the central
them e of th e bo ok. These particu lar wo rds are so important that the Apostle John echoes them
centuries later: “In the b egin nin g w as th e W ord, and the W ord w as w ith G od, a nd the W ord
was God” (John 1:1). These words proclaim that everything begins with God. God is the point
of departure for everything in h istory and in ou r lives.
Do you b elieve th at God c reated the universe? We may have different ideas about exactly how
this took place. But underneath those different ideas, do you fundamentally believe that God
was the one who made it all happen? Scripture presents this to us as a fu nd am ental belief –
that the existence of the universe began with and continues to depend on God. John emp hases
this when he says that “throu gh him [that is through Jesu s] all things w ere mad e” (John 1:3 a).
W e hav e jus t affirm ed th is in th e Cre ed: “W e believe in on e Go d, … maker of heaven and earth,
of all that is – seen and unseen ” (APB: 10 8).
Gen esis 1 prese nts to us God, who by his very words, creates the universe. It is as if his words
are concent rated energy that radiate out of his mouth an d coalesce to form the very matter
from w hich everyth ing ca m e to be. Th ere is nothing in the world that was not either created by
God or made from the energy and matter that God created.
Think, for examp le, of the things that are most precious to you. Things that imp ortant to you,
that you treasure deeply. Perhaps they are poss essions, lik e ow nin g yo ur ow n h ous e or a
fam ily heirloom that has been handed down to you.
Or perhaps they are important
relationships. Or perh aps th ey m ore abs tract, like you r intellige nce or inde pen den ce. Or faith
in G od. W hateve r it is tha t you treasure, it w as m ade by God .
W e som etim es try to distin guis h be twee n w hat is n atural (m ean ing what God made) and what
is man-made. But really, we d o not ‘m ake’ an ythin g. Hu m anity does n ot hav e the ca pacity to
create. Wh at w e do is to ‘shape’. We sha pe o r give new form to the materials and the energy
tha t God crea ted a long tim e ag o.
And so in the Euch arist we say, “Eve rythin g in h eaven and on ea rth is you rs. All things com e
from you, and of your own d o we give you” (APB:116). “In the beginning, God created the
heaven s and the ea rth” (Gen 1:1 ).
Go d’s Gratitude. But do y ou s om etim es w ond er why God created the heavens and the earth?
He surely knew all the troubles he would have with humanity. So why did he create the world?
Often we focus on ourselves in creation – we have a hum an-centred view on creation, a sense
of “What’s in this for us?” But let’s shift the focus to God. Why did God create everything?
Wh at’s in it for him? Wh at motivated God to create?
Theologians have debated this for centuries and Scripture is not very revealing about it. So
any thoughts we h ave on it are specu lative a nd ten tative. Bu t let us con sider the possib ility
that God created the heavens and the earth because he w as g ratefu l. That he created out of
an experience of gratitude.
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Now we often thin k that gratitu de m ean s bei ng grateful to someone else for something they
have given to us. And so the idea of God being grateful seems som ehow heretica l. Wh o wo uld
God be grateful to? But if you reflect back on the things are precious to you, things that you
are grateful for, you will find that the experience of gratitude is not inevitably focused on the
person from whom you received th ose thin gs, bu t on the thing s them selves.
Th ere is
something intrinsic in precious things that evokes a feeling of gratitude. So gratitude is an
experience of being thankful for what we have, not necessarily being thank ful to someon e for
wh at th ey h ave give n to o r m ean t to us .
Gratitude is an experience of joy, a welling up in our hearts of a feeling of happiness and
conte ntm ent, that spills over, out of ourselves and into the w orld around us. It is a like a
shimmering yellow light, infused with sparks of exuberance, that cannot be contained, but that
leaps out and flow s arou nd abo ut u s, an d see ks to co nn ect w ith others. Gra titud e an d joy are
sisters – you cannot have one without the other. And gratitude and joy are not treasures that
w e can bury inside ourselves – they are irrepressible and unrestrained. They seek out others.
They desire, demand to be shared.
So, is it possible tha t God ex perie nce d a sense of gra titud e like this fo r thin gs th at w ere
precious to him? That he experienced a joyous gratitude that needed to be expressed and
shared? That h e created the un iverse as a n exp ression o f gratitude ? Tha t the universe is an
incarnation of grateful joy? That he created in order to share his gratitude with someone? So
that oth ers could share in it?
Wh en we see thin gs tha t are exq uisitely beautiful, like something in nature, don’t we
experience a feeling of joy and gratitude, a sense of privilege that we can witness it, and wis h
that those who are important to us could also see them? Or when we hear beautiful music, an
ope ra by Mozart or one of Beethoven’s symphonie s, d on ’t we experience a sense of awe and
gratitude, that som ething so be autiful h as b een com posed, a nd don ’t we w ish th at oth ers
wou ld also ap preciate it? Or if we h ave ex perien ced or w itnesse d the b irth of a child, didn’t we
feel a joy and gratitude at the m iracle of birth that w as so powe rful that w e thou ght w e wo uld
burst if we didn ’t share it with others?
Perhaps God also experienced gratitude so k eenly , that he had to give ex pression to it, had to
sha re it with som eone . And perha ps tha t is why he created the heavens and the earth. And
perhaps that is what he meant when h e looked at what he had created and saw that it was
good. It was good because it was a genuine reflection of his experience of gratitude. God
created becau se he w as grate ful.
Grateful For W hat. Our reading from Genesis suggests two things that God was grateful for
and that G od de sired to sh are w ith us.
Firstly, h e wa s gratefu l for the experience of
relationship. And secon dly, he wa s gratefu l for the opportunity to be productive. These two
things – relationships and produ ctiven ess – are experien ces tha t God had that w ere preciou s to
him and tha t he gives to hu ma nity, right in the begin ning, as gifts. Gifts to be sh ared w ith
hum anity because God was grateful for his own experience of them .
Firstly, we learn about relationships. In Genesis 1, we hear God havin g a con versation with
himself about creating human ity: “Let us m ake h um anity in ou r ima ge, in our likeness” he says
(Gen 1:26). And th en w e read, “God created humanity in his own im age, in the image of God
he created him, male and female he created them” (Gen 1:27 ). We don’t know for sure who
God was speaking to – som e say he w as speaking to himse lf (a kind of royal ‘we’), others say
he was speaking to angels or the heavenly hosts. But it is most likely that he was speaking to
the othe r perso ns o f the T rinity .
God has always existed, and God has always existed as a Trinity – three in one. So, God has
never been alone . He wa s not lonely. He had company, perfect company between God the
Father, God the Son and God the Holy Sp irit. And th is com pan y wa s profou ndly satisfying to
God. He experienced harmony and fulfilment in this relationship. He experienced joy and
gratitude because of this relationship. And this gratitude for the experience of relationship was
irrepressib le and soone r or later God need ed to sh are it with others – that is the nature of
gratitude – it demands to be shared.
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So God created hum anity. Now listen carefully. God does not create just a man. He does not
even create a m an a nd th en a woman. Rather, he creates humanity – male and female he
created them . We often think of God reaching do wn from his cloud and creating Adam (I
dem onstra te to evoke the image in Michelangelo’s painting). But really, Genesis 1 tells us that
God created ‘people in relations hip’. In a sen se, we ca n say that God created a comm unity,
rather than just a man.
So, when we experience relationships with others, wh ether th ose relatio nsh ips are p articula rly
good or rather poor, we are experiencing something that is deeply precious to God, somethin g
that gives him great joy and gratitud e, and som ethin g tha t he sh ared w ith us in respon se to his
gratitude. And as we enjoy relationships, as we promote healthy relationships, we draw closer
to God, we experience a taste of the Trinity, we reclaim a bit of the image of God that got
dam aged wh en h um anity sin ned . Out of gratitu de for his own experience of relationships, God
blesses us w ith relationships.
The second thing that God was grateful for and wan ted to share w ith us was the experience of
bein g prod uctive, of workin g, of creatin g. Tho se first word s of scripture in trodu ce this n otion to
us – “In the beginning, God created”. It is the third word of the Hebrew Bible. We are given a
tim e – in the beginning, an actor – God, and an action – created. We all have different
conceptions of Go d – God as fath er, God as mother, God as healer, God as friend, and so on.
Bu t the m ost fu nd am ental conce ptio n of G od, th e earl iest p icture of God, is God as creator.
I think that G od ex perien ced trem end ous sa tisfaction from the exp erience of creating the
universe. At each step in the creation process , we he ar God stepp ing b ack an d review ing h is
handiwork, and observing and concluding that it was good. It evokes an image of God wip ing
his brow after intensive creativity and effort, smiling, and settling back in a chair with a deep
sense of ach ieve m ent and con tentm ent and fulfilm ent. With a sense of g ratitu de. And since it
is the nature of gratitude to be shared, God desired to share this experience with hum anity.
What are the first things we hear God saying to the humans he had just created? “Be fruitful
and increase in nu m ber” (G en 1 :28) . God’s first instructio n to hum an ity is to p rocreate! It
alm ost feels as if God just blurts it out in his excitement over wanting to share this experience
with us. He has just finished an intensiv e process of creation and his im m ediate wish is to
bless us with a similar experience of being procreative. Be had just created human ity and he
blesses us w ith the invitation to m ake m ore hum ans.
And then in Genesis 2 we read that God placed those first humans in the Garden of Eden and
charged them “to work and take care of” the garden (Gen 2:15). This call to “work and take
care of” is in the sa m e order as God ’s call to “be fruitful a nd m ultiply ”. It is a call to be
productive. The concepts of productivity, procreation, working, caring, raising and multiplying
are all rela ted. T hey are all facets of be ing creativ e. Go d ex perie nce d gra titud e from his w ork
to create the wo rld. And he d esired hu m anity to sh are that experience. And so he blesses us
with the capacity and the man date to work, to produce, to tend and care.
So whenever we p roduce or work we are imitating God. When w e extend and exert ourselves
to be prod uctive and creative, we are sharing in an experience that gave God deep satisfaction
and joy. We dare no t take work for granted. Rath er we shou ld recognise that it is an
a weso me gift.
It is an opportunity to participate in creation, to participate in making
som ethin g goo d. W orking and being produ ctive are b lessing s given to hu m anity at the dawn of
time.
Conclusion. So we enter this month of stewardship reflecting with gratitude on what God has
given to us.
v He has given us everything that is – the heavens and the e arth, the seen and the
un seen .
v He has blessed u s wit h relation ship s – an d the c apa city tha t we h ave to liv e in
relation ship with each other is a reflection of the relationship between Father, Son and
Hol y Sp irit.
v He has blessed us with creativity – and when we produce, when we exert ourselves and
work, we are participating with God in the creation of the world.
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Since the u niverse is an expression of God’s gratitude, since it is an incarnation of gratitude, let
us, also, live a life that is filled with gratitude. Let us allow God’s own irrepressible gratitude
and joy to fill our lives. Let us recognise the blessings that we have, even in the midst of
challeng es. Let us look at even the daily grind of our lives through the lens of gratitude. And
let us allow our own gratitude to leap up out of us and flow into the world around.

