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Introduction 
 
 
Greetings friends! I’m so excited that you have chosen to enter 
into this twenty-one-day gratitude challenge. What better way 
to approach this season of Thanksgiving than to intentionally 
cultivate a heart of gratitude.  This challenge is adapted from a 
wonderful book entitled Gratitude Works by Robert A. 
Emmons.   
 
The heart of the challenge is the practice of keeping a gratitude 
journal.  The hope is that you will develop habits over these 
twenty-one days that extend beyond the challenge into daily 
life.  In the pages that follow, you will find seven separate sets 
of exercises, one for each day of the week for the next three 
weeks.  Over the next twenty-one days, the challenge is that 
you complete each gratitude exercise three different times in 
your journal.  Try them all even if you discover that some 
practices work better for you.   You’ll want to buy a notebook 
or journal to write your entries.   
 
As you cycle through the exercises each week, you should make 
sure each time through that you vary what you write about.  
For example, in the gratitude letter, choose three different 
people on those three days.  Set aside around 10 minutes to 
write your entry each day.  Even if you don’t think you have 
anything interesting to say, honor that commitment and write 
something.  Becoming more grateful is an exercise in training 
one’s mind and heart.  As with anything, gratitude training 
requires practice.  But the rewards of cultivating a more 
grateful heart are priceless.  A thankful heart prepares the way 
for God to move in our lives, often in ways we do not 
anticipate.   



Day 1 - The Three Blessings 
 

Spend a few minutes recalling and writing down three good things 
that happened today for which you could give other people some 
credit.  Someone complimented you on your appearance, a 
colleague helped you make significant progress on a project that 
had become bogged down, an old friend whom you had not heard 
from in years contacted you. These things can be anything that 
went well, both the big and the small in your life.  They do not 
have to be spectacular or dramatic.  It is important to write down 
why that good thing happened.  What enabled the positive event?  
Why do you think it happened?  What does it mean to you?  What 
can you do to make it happen again?  Did you tell anyone about 
the good thing? 
 
Write some words down that describe or remind you of the 
positive experience, then follow up with some reflection on why 
that  particular experience went well, write it down, and reflect 
why.  Then think about a third good thing, write it down, and 
reflect why.  It is very important for you to write down at least a 
couple of words on why things went well because it helps you to 
again experience the good things that happened during your day.  
Even if these things are small and trivial, they are good things and 
that is what is important to focus on.  Spend about ten minutes on 
this exercise. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Day 2 - To Whom for What 
 

There is a difference between feeling grateful about something 
and feeling grateful to someone.  David Steindl-Rast distinguishes 
between thankfulness and gratefulness.  Thankfulness, for Steindl-
Rast, is a much more personal experience that occurs when we 
have benefited from a specific kindness from another person.  To 
say that one is thankful to someone and grateful for something 
seems to be the more commonly preferred usage.  More 
significant is the fact that thanking and thinking are cognates.  To 
thank originally meant to think of a gift and has come to come 
mean the feeling aroused by these thoughts and their expression 
in a thankful attitude.  When we thank, we think—namely in terms 
of giver, gift, and receiver.  This exercise is designed to stimulate a 
sense of thankfulness. 
 
Many circumstances or events can elicit thankfulness but it is most 
often a response to a benefit received from another person or 
God.  In this activity you will focus on those things in your life that 
you might be grateful or thankful for and the source or provider of 
these good things.  Who has provided you with a benefit?  Your 
spouse?  A neighbor? Coworker? One of your students? Your 
favorite sports team?  Think back over the day and write down up 
to five things for which you are thankful and who provided this 
gift or benefit to you.  You can use this format: 
 
I am grateful to _____________ for ________________. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Day 3 - The Gifted Self 
 
In this activity you will focus for a moment on benefits or “gifts” 
that you received in your life.  These gifts could be simple 
everyday pleasures, people in your life, personal strengths or 
talents, moments of natural beauty, or gestures of kindness from 
others.  We might not usually think about these things as gifts, but 
that is how I want you to think about them.  Contemplate the 
value of these gifts and then write them down in your journal. 
 
There is a second part to this exercise.  Receiving a gift often 
ignites a desire to reciprocate.  Ask yourself the question, “In what 
ways might I give back to others as  an appropriate response for 
the gratitude I feel?” Be creative.  Is there a way you can pass 
along the gift to  others?  Can you “pay it forward”?  Who can you 
tell about this gift you received?  Can you perform a nonrandom 
act of kindness?  Offer to pay for the person’s coffee behind you in 
line, toll for turnpike, or car behind you in the fast food drive-thru? 
Maybe there is a senior adult in your neighborhood who might 
need assistance with grocery shopping, errands, or other 
household chores.  Put some coins in a meter that is getting ready 
to expire.  Help someone who appears to be lost.  Teach a skill to a 
child.  The list is endless.  Passing on the gift is the best way to 
demonstrate gratitude for it. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Day 4 - Scarcity 
 
When people believe that a positive life event is about to end, 
they are more likely to appreciate it more and make more of an 
effort to capitalize on the remaining time.  A sense of “now or 
never” can impel us to make the most of every day. In this 
exercise, choose an activity, event, experience, or relationship 
(let’s call it x)  that may be ending soon.  Keep in mind that you 
only have a short amount of time left to spend doing x  or being 
with x. Maybe it’s a job you have, a class you are taking, a team 
you are on, or a place you are living.  This chapter of your life will 
end soon.  Try to select an experience in which you have between 
one and three months remaining.  Given how little time you have 
left with x, write about why you are grateful for x.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Day 5 - Absence of Blessing 
 
In gratitude, we think about and affirm the good.  But there are 
many ways to think about the good things in our lives and each 
may not have the same power to kindle grateful feelings.  For this 
exercise, think about how a positive event or experience in your 
life might never have happened or might never have been part of 
your life.  You can think of this as the “more by less” 
phenomenon.  By taking something away in our minds, we 
become more aware of the benefits that we  still have  but 
previously took for granted.  Mentally subtracting something 
good from your life can make you more grateful for it. 
 
 Think of an aspect of your life for which you feel grateful 
and then write about the ways in which this might never have 
happened (e.g., “what would have happened if I had never met 
my spouse” as opposed to “I am so grateful to have met my 
spouse.” 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Day 6 - The Gratitude Letter 
 
It is said that feeling gratitude but not expressing it is  like 
wrapping a present and not giving it.  For various reasons, we 
often don’t express gratitude to those who deserve our 
thanks.  We assume they know how much we appreciate them.  
We felt that they were only doing their job, not realizing that 
this does not alleviate us of the need to let them know.  We 
planned to but somehow never got around to it.  Too much 
time has passed and we feel embarrassed by our forgetfulness. 
   
 In this activity, remember a time in your life when you 
were grateful for something that another person did for you 
and then write a letter to that person.  Was it a teacher, 
mentor, coach, close personal friend?  It is up to you whether 
you send the letter or not.  In the letter, describe specifically 
why you are grateful to this person, how he or she affected 
your life, and how often you reflect on his or her efforts.  What 
did he or she do and how does that still affect your life?  This 
should be someone whom you have never properly taken the 
time to thank and could be a parent, teacher, friend, relative, 
coach, or someone else.  You can compose it using whatever 
medium (stationary, email, video) that you feel comfortable 
with. Spend at least ten to fifteen minutes on this letter.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Day 7 - Remember the Bad 
 
One strategy for cultivating gratitude is to “remember the bad”.  
Think of your worst moments, your sorrows, your losses, and 
your sadness and then remember.  Focus on how you got 
through the worst days  of your life, the trauma, t he trial: you 
endured the temptation; you survived the bad relationship;  
you’re making your way out of the dark.  Remember the bad 
things and then look to see where you are now. 
 The seventh daily exercise involves a variation on this 
strategy.  Sometimes even when bad things happen they can 
ultimately have positive consequences, things we can now be 
grateful for.  Choose an experience from your life that was 
initially unpleasant and unwanted.  Try now to focus on the 
positive aspects or consequences of this  difficult experience.  As 
the result of this event, what kinds of things do you now feel 
thankful or grateful for?  Has this event benefited you as a 
person?  How have you grown?  Were there personal strengths 
that grew out of your experience?  How has the event made you 
better able to meet the challenges of the future?  How has the 
event put your life into perspective?  How has the event helped 
you appreciate the truly important people and things in your life?  
In sum, how can you be thankful for the beneficial consequences 
that have resulted from this event?  Try to write about three 
different unpleasant events on days seven, fourteen, and twenty-
one.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Day 8 - The Three Blessings 
 

Spend a few minutes recalling and writing down three good 
things that happened today for which you could give other 
people some credit.  Someone complimented you on your 
appearance, a colleague helped you make significant progress 
on a project that had become bogged down, an old friend 
whom you had not heard from in years contacted you. These 
things can be anything that went well, both the big and the 
small in your life.  They do not have to be spectacular or 
dramatic.  It is important to write down why that good thing 
happened.  What enabled the positive event?  Why do you 
think it happened?  What does it mean to you?  What can you 
do to make it happen again?  Did you tell anyone about the 
good thing? 
 
Write some words down that describe or remind you of the 
positive experience, then follow up with some reflection on 
why that  particular experience went well, write it down, and 
reflect why.  Then think about a third good thing, write it 
down, and reflect why.  It is very important for you to write 
down at least a couple of words on why things went well 
because it helps you to again experience the good things that 
happened during your day.  Even if these things are small and 
trivial, they are good things and that is what is important to 
focus on.  Spend about ten minutes on this exercise. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Day 9 - To Whom for What 
 

There is a difference between feeling grateful about something 
and feeling grateful to someone.  David Steindl-Rast distinguishes 
between thankfulness and gratefulness.  Thankfulness, for 
Steindl-Rast, is a much more personal experience that occurs 
when we have benefited from a specific kindness from another 
person.  To say that one is thankful to someone and grateful for 
something seems to be the more commonly preferred usage.  
More significant is the fact that thanking and thinking are 
cognates.  To thank originally meant to think of a gift and has 
come to come mean the feeling aroused by these thoughts and 
their expression in a thankful attitude.  When we thank, we 
think—namely in terms of giver, gift, and receiver.  This exercise 
is designed to stimulate a sense of thankfulness. 
 
Many circumstances or events can elicit thankfulness but it is 
most often a response to a benefit received from another person 
or God.  In this activity you will focus on those things in your life 
that you might be grateful or thankful for and the source or 
provider of these good things.  Who has provided you with a 
benefit?  Your spouse?  A neighbor? Coworker? One of your 
students? Your favorite sports team?  Think back over the day 
and write down up to five things for which you are thankful and 
who provided this gift or benefit to you.  You can use this format: 
 
I am grateful to _____________ for ________________. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Day  10 - The Gifted Self 
 
In this activity you will focus for a moment on benefits or “gifts” 
that you received in your life.  These gifts could be simple 
everyday pleasures, people in your life, personal strengths or 
talents, moments of natural beauty, or gestures of kindness from 
others.  We might not usually think about these things as gifts, 
but that is how I want you to think about them.  Contemplate the 
value of these gifts and then write them down in your journal. 
 
There is a second part to this exercise.  Receiving a gift often 
ignites a desire to reciprocate.  Ask yourself the question, “In 
what ways might I give back to others as  an appropriate 
response for the gratitude I feel?” Be creative.  Is there a way you 
can pass along the gift to  others?  Can you “pay it forward”?  
Who can you tell about this gift you received?  Can you perform a 
nonrandom act of kindness?  Offer to pay for the person’s coffee 
behind you in line, toll for turnpike, or car behind you in the fast 
food drive-thru? Maybe there is a senior adult in your 
neighborhood who might need assistance with grocery 
shopping, errands, or other household chores.  Put some coins in 
a meter that is getting ready to expire.  Help someone who 
appears to be lost.  Teach a skill to a child.  The list is endless.  
Passing on the gift is the best way to demonstrate gratitude for 
it. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Day 11 - Scarcity 
 
When people believe that a positive life event is about to end, 
they are more likely to appreciate it more and make more of an 
effort to capitalize on the remaining time.  A sense of “now or 
never” can impel us to make the most of every day. In this 
exercise, choose an activity, event, experience, or relationship 
(let’s call it x)  that may be ending soon.  Keep in mind that you 
only have a short amount of time left to spend doing x  or being 
with x. Maybe it’s a job you have, a class you are taking, a team 
you are on, or a place you are living.  This chapter of your life will 
end soon.  Try to select an experience in which you have between 
one and three months remaining.  Given how little time you have 
left with x, write about why you are grateful for x.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Day 12 - Absence of Blessing 
 
In gratitude, we think about and affirm the good.  But there 
are many ways to think about the good things in our lives 
and each may not have the same power to kindle grateful 
feelings.  For this exercise, think about how a positive event 
or experience in your life might never have happened or 
might never have been part of your life.  You can think of 
this as the “more by less” phenomenon.  By taking 
something away in our minds, we become more aware of 
the benefits that we  still have  but previously took for 
granted.  Mentally subtracting something good from your 
life can make you more grateful for it. 
 
 Think of an aspect of your life for which you feel 
grateful and then write about the ways in which this might 
never have happened (e.g., “what would have happened if I 
had never met my spouse” as opposed to “I am so grateful 
to have met my spouse.” 
 
 
 



Day 13 - The Gratitude Letter 
 
It is said that feeling gratitude but not expressing it is  like 
wrapping a present and not giving it.  For various reasons, 
we often don’t express gratitude to those who deserve our 
thanks.  We assume they know how much we appreciate 
them.  We felt that they were only doing their job, not realiz-
ing that this does not alleviate us of the need to let them 
know.  We planned to but somehow never got around to it.  
Too much time has passed and we feel embarrassed by our 
forgetfulness. 
   
 In this activity, remember a time in your life when 
you were grateful for something that another person did for 
you and then write a letter to that person.  Was it a teacher, 
mentor, coach, close personal friend?  It is up to you wheth-
er you send the letter or not.  In the letter, describe specifi-
cally why you are grateful to this person, how he or she 
affected your life, and how often you reflect on his or her 
efforts.  What did he or she do and how does that still affect 
your life?  This should be someone whom you have never 
properly taken the time to thank and could be a parent, 
teacher, friend, relative, coach, or someone else.  You can 
compose it using whatever medium (stationary, email, vid-
eo) that you feel comfortable with. Spend at least ten to fif-
teen minutes on this letter.   
 

 
 



Day 14 - Remember the Bad 
 
One strategy for cultivating gratitude is to “remember the 
bad”.  Think of your worst moments, your sorrows, your 
losses, and your sadness and then remember.  Focus on 
how you got through the worst days  of your life, the trau-
ma, t he trial: you endured the temptation; you survived the 
bad relationship;  you’re making your way out of the dark.  
Remember the bad things and then look to see where you 
are now. 
 The seventh daily exercise involves a variation on this 
strategy.  Sometimes even when bad things happen they 
can ultimately have positive consequences, things we can 
now be grateful for.  Choose an experience from your life 
that was initially unpleasant and unwanted.  Try now to fo-
cus on the positive aspects or consequences of this  difficult 
experience.  As the result of this event, what kinds of things 
do you now feel thankful or grateful for?  Has this event 
benefited you as a person?  How have you grown?  Were 
there personal strengths that grew out of your experience?  
How has the event made you better able to meet the chal-
lenges of the future?  How has the event put your life into 
perspective?  How has the event helped you appreciate the 
truly important people and things in your life?  In sum, how 
can you be thankful for the beneficial consequences that 
have resulted from this event?  Try to write about three 
different unpleasant events on days seven, fourteen, and 
twenty-one.   
 



Day 15 - The Three Blessings 
 

Spend a few minutes recalling and writing down three good 
things that happened today for which you could give other peo-
ple some credit.  Someone complimented you on your appear-
ance, a colleague helped you make significant progress on a pro-
ject that had become bogged down, an old friend whom you had 
not heard from in years contacted you. These things can be any-
thing that went well, both the big and the small in your life.  
They do not have to be spectacular or dramatic.  It is important 
to write down why that good thing happened.  What enabled 
the positive event?  Why do you think it happened?  What does it 
mean to you?  What can you do to make it happen again?  Did 
you tell anyone about the good thing? 
 
Write some words down that describe or remind you of the posi-
tive experience, then follow up with some reflection on why that  
particular experience went well, write it down, and reflect why.  
Then think about a third good thing, write it down, and reflect 
why.  It is very important for you to write down at least a couple 
of words on why things went well because it helps you to again 
experience the good things that happened during your day.  
Even if these things are small and trivial, they are good things 
and that is what is important to focus on.  Spend about ten 
minutes on this exercise. 



Day 16 - To Whom for What 
 

There is a difference between feeling grateful about something 
and feeling grateful to someone.  David Steindl-Rast distin-
guishes between thankfulness and gratefulness.  Thankfulness, 
for Steindl-Rast, is a much more personal experience that occurs 
when we have benefited from a specific kindness from another 
person.  To say that one is thankful to someone and grateful for 
something seems to be the more commonly preferred usage.  
More significant is the fact that thanking and thinking are cog-
nates.  To thank originally meant to think of a gift and has come 
to come mean the feeling aroused by these thoughts and their 
expression in a thankful attitude.  When we thank, we think—
namely in terms of giver, gift, and receiver.  This exercise is de-
signed to stimulate a sense of thankfulness. 
 
Many circumstances or events can elicit thankfulness but it is 
most often a response to a benefit received from another per-
son or God.  In this activity you will focus on those things in your 
life that you might be grateful or thankful for and the source or 
provider of these good things.  Who has provided you with a 
benefit?  Your spouse?  A neighbor? Coworker? One of your stu-
dents? Your favorite sports team?  Think back over the day and 
write down up to five things for which you are thankful and who 
provided this gift or benefit to you.  You can use this format: 
 
I am grateful to _____________ for ________________. 
 
 



Day 17 - The Gifted Self 
 
In this activity you will focus for a moment on benefits or “gifts” 
that you received in your life.  These gifts could be simple every-
day pleasures, people in your life, personal strengths or talents, 
moments of natural beauty, or gestures of kindness from others.  
We might not usually think about these things as gifts, but that is 
how I want you to think about them.  Contemplate the value of 
these gifts and then write them down in your journal. 
 
There is a second part to this exercise.  Receiving a gift often ig-
nites a desire to reciprocate.  Ask yourself the question, “In what 
ways might I give back to others as  an appropriate response for 
the gratitude I feel?” Be creative.  Is there a way you can pass 
along the gift to  others?  Can you “pay it forward”?  Who can you 
tell about this gift you received?  Can you perform a nonrandom 
act of kindness?  Offer to pay for the person’s coffee behind you in 
line, toll for turnpike, or car behind you in the fast food drive-thru? 
Maybe there is a senior adult in your neighborhood who might 
need assistance with grocery shopping, errands, or other house-
hold chores.  Put some coins in a meter that is getting ready to 
expire.  Help someone who appears to be lost.  Teach a skill to a 
child.  The list is endless.  Passing on the gift is the best way to 
demonstrate gratitude for it. 



Day 18 - Scarcity 
 
When people believe that a positive life event is about to end, 
they are more likely to appreciate it more and make more of 
an effort to capitalize on the remaining time.  A sense of “now 
or never” can impel us to make the most of every day. In this 
exercise, choose an activity, event, experience, or relationship 
(let’s call it x)  that may be ending soon.  Keep in mind that 
you only have a short amount of time left to spend doing x  or 
being with x. Maybe it’s a job you have, a class you are taking, 
a team you are on, or a place you are living.  This chapter of 
your life will end soon.  Try to select an experience in which 
you have between one and three months remaining.  Given 
how little time you have left with x, write about why you are 
grateful for x.  
 



 

Day 19 - Absence of Blessing 
 
In gratitude, we think about and affirm the good.  But there are 
many ways to think about the good things in our lives and each 
may not have the same power to kindle grateful feelings.  For this 
exercise, think about how a positive event or experience in your 
life might never have happened or might never have been part of 
your life.  You can think of this as the “more by less” phenome-
non.  By taking something away in our minds, we become more 
aware of the benefits that we  still have  but previously took for 
granted.  Mentally subtracting something good from your life can 
make you more grateful for it. 
 
 Think of an aspect of your life for which you feel grateful 
and then write about the ways in which this might never have 
happened (e.g., “what would have happened if I had never met 
my spouse” as opposed to “I am so grateful to have met my 
spouse.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Day 20 - The Gratitude Letter 
 
It is said that feeling gratitude but not expressing it is  like 
wrapping a present and not giving it.  For various reasons, we 
often don’t express gratitude to those who deserve our 
thanks.  We assume they know how much we appreciate 
them.  We felt that they were only doing their job, not realiz-
ing that this does not alleviate us of the need to let them 
know.  We planned to but somehow never got around to it.  
Too much time has passed and we feel embarrassed by our 
forgetfulness. 
   
 In this activity, remember a time in your life when you 
were grateful for something that another person did for you 
and then write a letter to that person.  Was it a teacher, men-
tor, coach, close personal friend?  It is up to you whether you 
send the letter or not.  In the letter, describe specifically why 
you are grateful to this person, how he or she affected your 
life, and how often you reflect on his or her efforts.  What did 
he or she do and how does that still affect your life?  This 
should be someone whom you have never properly taken the 
time to thank and could be a parent, teacher, friend, relative, 
coach, or someone else.  You can compose it using whatever 
medium (stationary, email, video) that you feel comfortable 
with. Spend at least ten to fifteen minutes on this letter.   
 



Day 21 - Remember the Bad 
 
One strategy for cultivating gratitude is to “remember the bad”.  
Think of your worst moments, your sorrows, your losses, and 
your sadness and then remember.  Focus on how you got 
through the worst days  of your life, the trauma, t he trial: you 
endured the temptation; you survived the bad relationship;  
you’re making your way out of the dark.  Remember the bad 
things and then look to see where you are now. 
 The seventh daily exercise involves a variation on this 
strategy.  Sometimes even when bad things happen they can 
ultimately have positive consequences, things we can now be 
grateful for.  Choose an experience from your life that was ini-
tially unpleasant and unwanted.  Try now to focus on the posi-
tive aspects or consequences of this  difficult experience.  As the 
result of this event, what kinds of things do you now feel thank-
ful or grateful for?  Has this event benefited you as a person?  
How have you grown?  Were there personal strengths that grew 
out of your experience?  How has the event made you better 
able to meet the challenges of the future?  How has the event 
put your life into perspective?  How has the event helped you 
appreciate the truly important people and things in your life?  In 
sum, how can you be thankful for the beneficial consequences 
that have resulted from this event?  Try to write about three 
different unpleasant events on days seven, fourteen, and twen-
ty-one.   
 



Reflections 
 
Now that you have completed the twenty-one day challenge, 
please spend some time reflecting on the following questions.  
Write about them in the journal if you wish.  Your reactions are a 
valuable aspect of this entire  experience.   
 
 What have you learned about yourself? 
 
 Which exercise most resonated with you? 
 
 Which exercises were most difficult? 
 
 As you took the challenge, what di you find surprising? 
 
 What obstacles and roadblocks did you encounter over the 

twenty-one days? 
 
 How did you overcome these obstacles? 
 
 Do you plan to continue journaling?  Why or why not? 
 
 Have you found other journaling practices that have sparked 

gratitude in you? 
 
 Have you shared these practices with anyone? 
 
 Do you believe that you have become a more grateful       

person? 
 



Notes 
 
 



 

Notes 
 
 




