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As we come into November, we begin to think “holiday season” and all that has come to 
include. It is a busy time of year with celebrations and family gatherings, shopping, special religious 
services, and let’s not forget about the bounty of (belly-expanding) desserts that will appear at all 
occasions! We are encouraged to give thanks for all that we have received and the good things that 
have happened to us this year. 

But what happens when being thankful is a difficult task? This year there are countless people 
who are experiencing the death of a loved one, the loss of a job, strained or broken relationships, their 
first holidays away from family, critical or terminal illness, and anxiety and/or depression. These life-
altering situations, or even other seemingly “small” problems, can make the thought of celebrating 
overwhelming, or even impossible. And to be honest, the idea that they are “supposed” to be thankful 
right now only makes it more difficult and adds layered guilt. 

No matter where you fall in the spectrum of thankfulness, there are a few things that are good 
for all of us to be aware of this season.

1. Cheerful is not the same as thankful. 
For some reason, we have come to equate these words, but these are not the same feelings. It is 
entirely possible to sit in the middle of the kitchen floor and weep over your mother’s casserole dish 
and still be thankful. Cheerfulness has its time and place, just like all feelings, but it isn’t required for 
thankfulness.

2. You can only be yourself.
Often, we compare ourselves to the impression of others that we see in our world. You may think: 
“She is so strong, this doesn’t seem to affect her; I wish I could be like her.” What you don’t know: she 
cried in the shower for 45 minutes this morning. You may think: “Their family has everything! If I had 
those things, I would be happy too.” What you don’t know: they lost a child and they would give up 
everything to have that child back. You may think: “He has the most wonderful son—I could be 
thankful for a son like that!” What you don’t know: He is immensely thankful for his son and for all 
the life struggles that made both of them wonderful men. The moral of the story: you can only be you 
and you are comparing yourself only to what you imagine someone else to be in life. Be gentle with 
yourself and your family, not who you “ought to be” or “should be” but who you are, right now. 

3. Thankfulness is a choice.
Oh how I dislike that sentence! It doesn’t feel like a choice sometimes. There are sometimes when 
everything feels awful and I can’t imagine being thankful and these words ring in my ears. Sometimes, 
I have to find the most basic things to be thankful for in order to get the ball rolling. (Example: the 
computer has not exploded on me today.) However, even in bleak, dark times, I find there are things 
to be thankful for and once I make a grudging start, it becomes easier—not easy but easier. If you 
can’t do it alone, find someone to help you (friend, family, therapist, etc.)

If it is difficult this year, I hope that next year may come a little easier. If it is easy this year, I 
hope you will treasure this time. I choose, each day, to remain thankful.


