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Password: Thanksgiving 

We were sitting around a campfire on our first night of the fall youth 
group retreat, up at a small church center in New Hampshire. It had 
been a long day already, mostly because of the drive up from the 
church in Wellesley, Massachusetts, a drive made longer by the first 
snow of the year and by the fact that we had to cross many small 
bridges on the way, and each bridge, given how small it was, required 
that we all unload from the bus, 30 high schoolers, 2 pastors, and 4 
advisors, and walk across the bridges in fear that if we didn’t, they 
might collapse under us.  

So we made it safely, and we’re sitting around the campfire at the end 
of the day, and after telling some stories, including trying my best to 
retell the great Greek myth of Prometheus and how humans first 
came upon the gift of fire, the main youth pastor, turns to me and she 
asks, “Hey Daniel, what number are you?” 

“What do you mean,” I said, somewhat caught off guard by the 
question. In my head, I think, I started imagining a type of Orwellian, 
dystopian future in which people are referred to by number and not 
name.  

“What do you mean, what number am I?” I asked in return. 

“Well," she said, "I’m a 2, which is The Helper, which means that my 
basic desire is to feel loved, and my greatest fear is to be unneeded 
and unloved; Dave here is a 5 with a 4 wing, which means that he’s 
The Observer or The Thinker, with a wing of the Romantic or the 
Artist.”  

I must have looked even more perplexed at this point, so I was glad 
when one of the high school girls spoke up next. “It’s called the 
Enneagram test,” she said, “and it’s about your personality. I’m a 9 
which is The Peacemaker, I like to make sure everyone’s getting 
along and having a good time. Madison here is a 3, which is The 
Achiever, always trying to be so perfect and liked by everyone.” 



Soon all the kids were sharing which numbers they were, and taking 
guesses as to the numbers of their friends, debating whether so and 
so was a three or a four, laughing as they went along, and glowing 
both from the warmth of the fire as well as from the warmth that 
comes from being seen, from being recognized for who we are in the 
very uniqueness of our personalities.  

There’s a short, free five minute version of this Enneagram test online 
(http://www.enneagraminstitute.com/Tests_Battery.asp#FreeShortTe
sts) and I’ll try to send a link to it out to you all this week in a 
newsletter, because I can imagine this being a pretty enlightening 
and fun conversation to have around the Thanksgiving table, and 
while I tend to be somewhat skeptical about the idea of reducing the 
complexity of human personality to a single number or two, I have 
found that this particular test has more of a spiritual foundation and 
edge to it than some others, and I’ve found it to be helpful personally, 
as well as helpful and fun in terms of understanding other people 
better, even and perhaps especially helpful in terms of understanding 
those we might think we know best better.  

So, after my experience around the campfire, I decided that I had to 
take this test, and I discovered that, in Enneagram terms, I’m most 
likely a 4 with a 5 wing, which means primarily The Romantic or The 
Artist, and secondarily The Observer or The Thinker. 

Like each of us, each of these types comes with their own strengths 
and their own weaknesses or growing edges, and so at their best, 
4/5s can be creative, contemplative, aesthetically and emotionally 
sensitive, and they can be good teachers and good at inspiring 
others. When not at their best though, though, 4/5s can feel socially 
awkward and overly self-conscious, and they can feel slightly 
melancholic, often with the feeling that something is always missing, 
that there is always something more, something better elsewhere, 
sort of like the grass is always greener syndrome. 

And so for 4/5s, gratitude can often be one of the biggest challenges, 
and therefore one of the best spiritual virtues to try to cultivate—
gratitude in terms of appreciating what is here rather than longing for 
what is not here.  



So if, over my time with you, you start to notice that I tend to preach 
and pray a lot about gratitude, partly it’s because preachers, although 
we try our best to imagine things from the perspectives of others, 
often we cannot help but preach the message that we ourselves most 
need to hear, but in terms of gratitude—and I’ve tried to look at this 
issue beyond myself—with gratitude I feel pretty certain that it’s an 
issue for us all—that, in a sense, gratitude is something we should all 
spend our lifetimes cultivating and practicing, that gratitude is at the 
beginning and the end of the spiritual life.  

One of the reasons gratitude is an issue for us all is that it seems not 
to be something innate, not something that we’re born with, but rather 
gratitude seems to be something that’s learned, something that we’re 
taught from an early age, like when we teach our children to say 
“thank you,” and so gratitude is something that we need to cultivate 
and develop and grow in over time. There’s a hopeful aspect to this 
as well—for example, studies have shown that as we age, we tend to 
become more grateful, that for every ten years of age, our gratitude 
increases by 5%. 

Another reason gratitude is an issue for us all is because it seems to 
be among the most powerful mental and spiritual tools that we have. 
The miracle of gratitude is that it can actually change things. I know of 
no better way, for example, to change the quality of the day for the 
better, to change the quality of our relationships for the better, to 
change the quality of our worship and our work for the better, than to 
begin from and to ground ourselves in a place of gratitude. 

The writer Toni Morrison, who if I had to guess would, like many 
writers, probably also be a 4 or a 5 on the Enneagram, has a great 
quote about gratitude, she writes, “At some point in life the world’s 
beauty becomes enough. You don’t need to photograph, paint, or 
even remember it. It is enough.”  

If we can see and welcome whatever is as enough, and if we can 
learn to say thank you to whatever comes, then I think we'll be well on 
our way along the spiritual path. 

The great 14th-century Christian preacher and mystic Meister Eckhart 
said something similar and said it particularly well, when he said that, 



“If the only prayer you ever say in your entire life is ‘thank you’, that 
will suffice.”  

It seems simple, doesn’t it, almost too simple to be true.  If the only 
prayer you ever say is ‘thank you’, that will be enough.  

I’m reminded here of a moment in J.R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings 
series.  

Frodo and his crew, including friends Merry and Pippin, Legolas, 
Aragorn, and Gimly, together with the great wizard Gandalf are trying 
to find a way into the dark, underground city of Moriah on their quest 
towards retrieving the ring, but on their way they come across an 
immense, closed gate that's built into the side of the mountain, the 
so-called Doors of Durin.  

Upon reaching the impasse, Gandalf finds an inscription written 
above the closed doors which reads, “Speak, friend, and enter.”  

Merry asks, “What do you suppose that means?” 

To which Gandalf replies, “Oh, it’s quite simple. If you are a friend, 
you speak the password, and the doors open.” 

And so Gandalf gives it a try, as he bellows out, “Annon Edhellen, 
edro hi amen!” which means, “Gate of the Elves, open now for me!” 

And yet the great doors remain closed.  

Gandalf raises his scepter and tries again. “Fennas Nogothrim, lasto 
beth lammen.” Doorway of the Dwarf-folk, listen to the word of my 
tongue. 

And still, nothing happens.  

The crew sits around for a couple of hours, puzzled as to why they 
can't get the doors to open. Gandalf himself becomes a bit 
depressed, lamenting that he once knew all the spells in all the 
tongues of Elves, Men, and Orcs.  

Frodo, ever the unlikely hero, eventually looks up at the writing, and 
says to the group, "It must be a riddle. Speak, friend, and enter. 
What's the Elvish word for friend?” he asks. 



Of course Gandalf knows it, and speaks out "Mellon..." whereupon 
the huge stone doors open with a great rumble.  

"Speak, friend, and enter." 

I wonder if the Psalmist in our reading for today has left us with a 
similar inscription, with a similar riddle really, when he or she writes, 
"Enter into God's gates with thanksgiving."  

Really, when we think about it, how else could we enter into the 
presence of the Divine, the Holy, the Sacred, the Sublime but through 
the doorway of gratitude, through appreciating and welcoming what is 
as a gift from God, as pure grace, as enough.  

The riddle in the end might be as simple as this: speak the password 
"Thank you," and enter into the presence of God.  

//Amen//   

	  


