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A message from Jeni Stepanek, PhD (“Mattie’s mom”) 
 
During May of 2001, Mattie J.T. Stepanek was 10 years old, and had just learned that he had transitioned from “a child with a life-threatening 
condition” to “a child who was dying from that condition.” After a decade of living with the “possibility” of early death as his reality, he was 
suddenly coping with the “probability” of this inevitable fact. He desperately wanted to become a teenager, but the chances of having a few 
more treasured years were becoming slimmer.  
 
Although he fully embraced the excitement of an eternity in Heaven, Mattie also loved life here on earth, and he was in no hurry to leave. He 
cherished the symbolic possibilities inherent in every sunrise, and he meditated on both glorious and mundane accomplishments to be 
considered with every sunset. He cooed over every baby he met – saying they were the gift of our future, and he hugged every elder – saying 
they were the blessing of our lessons learned. And, just as he encouraged each of us to do, Mattie remembered to “play after every storm,” 
choosing to laugh and celebrate life – despite the burdens that needed to be balanced in with the blessings. 
 
Yes, Mattie was optimistic and resilient in spirit, and a child who somehow found something worthy to embrace even in the most challenging 
situations. But how would this 10-year-old respond to the news that he may not be here for Thanksgiving – his favorite holiday? And how does 
anyone choose to move through the moments of each day, understanding that any of those moments may be a final moment? Mattie paused 
for a few minutes, considered the reality he was facing, and then offered the following: 
 

 “If you have enough breath to complain about anything, 
you have more than enough reason to give thanks about something.” 

 
Against medical odds, Mattie did live another three years, dying just a few weeks before his 14th birthday. He was thrilled when he reached 
that sought-after milestone of becoming a teenager. And during those three “bonus” years as he once called them, Mattie made the choice to 
continue giving thanks for the time he did have on earth, rather than become bitter and dwell on that time he would not have here. Of course, 
there were difficult days when he struggled to make peace with the fact of a brief lifespan. But somehow, Mattie made the choice each day to 
find meaning in existence – not just his own, but in all existence. 
 
He spent much of those three bonus years shaping a message of hope and peace, and writing essays and poems and prayers for our world. 
In other words, he spent his gift of time on earth giving breath to words that would become gifts to others, beyond any particular lifespan. And 
he spent that time expressing thanks for the mosaic of humanity that we are, and sharing his vision for a world that would one day realize that 
peace is possible, if we simply choose to think and speak and live peacefully with our neighbors. 
 

 “Peace is not about agreeing with or even liking our neighbors,” Mattie said. “And peace is not an absence of conflict.  
Peace is about being with and not judging our neighbors. Peace is simply about us co-existing, with purpose and without violence.” 

 
During November, most of us in the United States will celebrate Mattie’s favorite holiday – Thanksgiving. Many of us will gather together with 
family and friends, filling the day with traditions of turkey and football. Some might even venture out to take advantage of sales, and begin 
shopping for the December holidays. While these activities can be the beginning of great moments and memories, they can also be the 
source of stress and frustration, if we lose sight of the big picture themes for the season – giving and thanks. 
 
As we move through November, let us each choose to embrace the time we have here, and to celebrate with giving and with thanks. 
It is not always easy to let go of a detail that matters to us, or to put aside our differences – but it is always worthy. This month, before we take 
a breath to complain about anything, let us pause, and consider something that is worthy of giving thanks. 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

“If you have enough breath to complain about anything,  
you have more than enough reason to give thanks about something.” 

           Mattie J.T. Stepanek 

Let us pray: Dear God, Thank You for the gift of perspective -- which can remind us of the strength 
that is rooted in hope and that grows from gratitude, as we celebrate life’s blessings and face life’s 
burdens with faith. Help us to be a source of hope for others, and to find reasons to give breath to 
gratitude as we move through each day. In Jesus’ name, we ask this blessing of gratitude. Amen. 
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Read “On Being Thankful” by Mattie J.T. Stepanek 
-- a Heartsong he penned at age 5 --  

to express “prayerful gratitude.” 
 

This poem can be found on this page and in his book, 
Journey Through Heartsongs (Hyperion, 2002) 
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Listen to Mattie share his “On Being Thankful” poem   
(photo montage with Mattie’s voice)  

à CLICK HERE…  
 

 
 REFLECT on the message within…  

 Prayer, meditation, and thoughts; journaling and conversation…  
What does this message mean to you?  
Do you want this message in your heart, mind, and spirit? 
How can you SEEK to embrace this message in attitude?  
 
RESPOND to the message with others…  
 Words and group discussions; actions and deeds…  
What does this message look like from you, and with others?  
Can you live this message in your private and public life? 
How can you MAKE this message a part of your life in habit? 
 
REACH OUT with the message for our world…  
 Beyond classrooms, family, or community; projects, connections…  
What does this message become when offered to others?  
How can share this message in your community? Beyond? 
How can you BRING this message to other people as a reality? 
 

 
 
 

Suggested conversation and activity tips for exploring the message using 
Mattie’s “Three Choices to Peace” template à 

Reflect (Want/Seek), Respond (Live/Make), Reach Out (Share/Bring) 
  

 
 
 

Children, Tweens, & Teens: 
Read Mattie’s “On Being Thankful” poem 
(in Journey Through Heartsongs or above). 

 

Reflect: 
•What things was Mattie hoping would be a part 
of his day and “thank you” prayers? 
• What do you think he saw, heard, or felt when 
the things he described did not happen? 
• How do you feel and act when you hope for 
one thing, and it doesn’t happen as you wished? 
 

Respond:  
•Draw pictures, shape poems, or share prayers 
about “being thankful” even in difficult times. 
•Work with others to “act out” this poem and 
other messages or prayers of gratitude.  
Add music, rhythm, and background scenery.   
 

Reach Out:  
Share your creations and expressions with other 
classrooms or family members. 
 

Families, Classrooms, Businesses, Communities:  
Read Mattie’s “Recipe for Peace” poem 

(in Reflections of a Peacemaker or HERE…) 
Reflect:  

•What are some of the “ingredients” Mattie listed for peace? 
•Consider ingredients that could be a “Recipe for Gratitude” 
 

Respond: November is a time when many people celebrate 
 “recipes” for Thanksgiving gatherings. As a family, class, 
office or group, re-shape Mattie’s poem with lists of 
ingredients that create a recipe for prayerful gratitude.  
 

Reach Out: Share the recipe -- as a poem or poster.  
Move the recipe from “attitude to action” through an activity 
or project that brings this gratitude message to another group. 
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