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ABSTRACT 

 

 

SHIRLEY THOMPSON-LEWIS 

THE USE OF GRATITUDE AS A SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINE 

IN THE SPIRITUAL FORMATION OF ONLINE STUDENTS 

AT POINT UNIVERSITY  

Under the direction of DENISE MASSEY, Ph.D. 

 

 This project in the category of spirituality examines the usefulness of gratitude as 

a spiritual discipline in the spiritual formation of students at Point University. The 

students participated in an eight-week synchronous and asynchronous experience 

facilitated through the University’s learning management system. A One-Group Pre-

test/Post-test quasi-experimental design was used to measure the frequency with which 

students expressed and/or experienced gratitude in their day to day lives across six areas: 

God, self, family, community/others, suffering, and grace.  

Qualitative measures included interview responses and Count Your Blessings 

forum posts. Quantitative data was collected from pre and post surveys. The quantitative 

data infers that there was an increase in the students’ awareness of God in their day-to-

day experiences through the practice of gratitude. The self-reported subjective qualitative 

data provided by the students in the interview and the forum supports the inferences of 

the quantitative data that the students’ awareness of God had increased during the project 

using gratitude as a discipline. 



 
 

x 

 

 

 Recommendations for further study include using a larger sample and 

incorporating additional experiences such as virtual life groups and online service 

projects. Another recommendation is to consider exploring gender differences in student 

participation in spiritual formational programs.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The changing landscape of higher education at Christian universities has 

necessitated rethinking how to provide spiritual formation to online students in a virtual 

environment. With the mission of many Christian universities focused on developing 

Christ-centered leaders, it seems imperative that attention be given to supporting the 

spiritual formation of the students. I have chosen to undertake a demonstration of how the 

practice of gratitude as a spiritual discipline can be used in the spiritual formation of 

online students. The challenge of providing spiritual formation to students at Christian 

universities has historically been accomplished through purposeful leadership, relational 

experiential activities (worship services, life and adventure groups), and local and 

international missions. This pattern closely follows the discipleship model outlined in 

Real-Life Discipleship Training Manual: Equipping Disciples Who Make Disciples, the 

key factors being intentional leadership, a relational environment and a reproducible 

product.1 

This and similar models have proven useful in spiritual formation, but are not 

easily replicable online, partially because they suggest an ability to “do life with,” in this 

                                                           
1 Jim Putnam, Brandon Guindon, Avery Willis, Bill Krause, Real-Life Discipleship 

Training Manual: Equipping Disciples Who Make Disciples (Carol Stream, IL: NavPress, 

2010).  
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case, students. Therein lies the quandary. If traditional methods of providing spiritual 

formation are not practical in the twenty-first century landscape of online Christian 

higher education, how can it best be achieved?  

 There are many benefits to teaching at a Christian institution of higher learning. 

One of the benefits is the ability to nurture the spiritual formation of the students within 

the learning environment. The in-seat classroom setting provides teachers with the 

opportunity to engage in ongoing discussions with students about living out their faith in 

their work, employing spiritual disciplines in their daily walk, and participating in the on-

campus spiritual community. The availability and accessibility of faculty and staff, as 

well as the students’ ability to participate in campus-wide ministry opportunities and 

activities, allow for the integration of spiritual formation into the students’ campus 

experience. 

In 2016, the Babson Survey Research group which is affiliated with Babson 

College and conducts regional, national, and international research projects, reported that 

the enrollment of distant learning students had increased for the fourteenth straight year, 

translating into thirty percent of college students being enrolled in at least one online 

course and a 7.1% increase for private non-profit institutions.2 This transition from an in-

seat, on-campus format to an online, virtual format has presented a unique challenge to 

the faculty and staff at these universities. This format limits the students’ access to 

teachers, on-campus spiritual formation programs, activities, opportunities, and 

                                                           
2 Babson Survey Research Group. 

https://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/highered.html. (accessed February 10, 2020). 
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resources. The question for fully online programs becomes, “How might the spiritual 

formation of online students best be supported and nurtured?” 

Background 

In the spring of 2009, I accepted an adjunct position as an instructor at Atlanta 

Christian College. Atlanta Christian College was a small, but growing school founded by 

Judge Thomas Hathcock and his wife, Nora, in 1937. It was situated on a farm located in 

East Point, Georgia, a suburb of Atlanta. The Hathcocks were devoted Christians and 

members of the Christian Churches and Churches of Christ.  

The college initially provided education and training to ministers, church workers, 

and missionaries. In 1965, the college received accreditation from the American 

Association of Bible Colleges (AABC) and in 1990, the school received accreditation 

from the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS).3 This allowed the 

college to expand its programming to include both liberal arts associates and bachelor 

degrees. The college continues to maintain its affiliation with the Christian Churches and 

Churches of Christ.  

In 2008, Atlanta Christian College initiated ACCESS, a non-traditional program, 

geared toward adult learners planning to return to school to complete their education. 

Within this program, students were able to take one or two classes a week in the evening 

every five weeks enabling most students to complete their degrees in about two years. 

This format provided direct in-class instruction and experiential peer learning groups. 

                                                           

  3 Point.edu, “History,” https://point.edu/about/history/ (accessed July 15, 2018). 
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Most written assignments were submitted online. I began teaching at Atlanta Christian 

College within this program. The initiation of ACCESS happened to coincide with the 

economic crisis of 2008. Many adults finding themselves out of work and having both the 

time and opportunity chose to return to school. The number of students enrolling in the 

program increased dramatically, and satellite sites in Birmingham, Savannah, 

McDonough, and Atlanta were opened to accommodate this growing population.  

 In 2011, Atlanta Christian College elected to change its name to Point University 

reflecting its growth in enrollment and its planned move to West Point, Georgia. The 

move would take place in 2012 from its home of seventy-five years in East Point, 

Georgia, to a new location in West Point, Georgia about 60 miles south of its original 

location. It was during this same year that I was offered a full-time faculty position within 

what was then the ACCESS Human Relations program. This change in position afforded 

me the opportunity to become more aware of the day-to-day challenges of adult higher 

education.  

As the economy began to improve and job opportunities presented themselves 

many students made the choice to return to work. The University began to experience a 

decrease in the number of students enrolling and although students continued to express 

the desire to continue their education, their schedules often did not allow for the regularly 

scheduled time commitment of on-campus classes.  

In response, Point University developed and began to offer a growing number of 

online classes that were better able to meet the needs of students’ schedules and 

availability. The program formerly known as ACCESS transitioned into the College of 
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Graduate and Professional Studies. This college currently offers 50 undergraduate and 

graduate programs, 200 courses and 6 graduate majors all taught in a predominantly 

online format. 

Statement of the Problem 

 In a culture that is technology-driven online degree programs are a must. This 

necessity brings challenges, both for students and for faculty. Offering online courses has 

pluses and minuses. On the upside, it allows busy working adults to continue their 

education and obtain a degree on their own terms, in their own time. On the downside, it 

often leaves students feeling isolated and disconnected from the learning community.  

Point University has historically integrated a well-developed and comprehensive 

spiritual formation component into students’ learning and campus experience. This 

commitment to spiritual formation is clearly articulated in the University’s mission 

statement, “educating students for Christ-centered service and leadership throughout the 

world.”4 Point University’s website describes the Spiritual Formation program’s focus on 

“integrating faith into every discipline, providing spiritual formation opportunities and 

taking faith into the work place.”5 The website elaborates, “Spiritual formation is about 

the whole person and strives to provide opportunities in a variety of contexts which 

address not merely going to church, but also the whole person.”6 

                                                           

  4 Point.edu, “Goals,” https://point.edu/about/goals/ (accessed July 15, 2018).  

  5 Point.edu, “Spiritual Formation,” https://point.edu/student-experience/spiritual-

formation/ (accessed July 15, 2018).  

  6 Ibid. 
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 Biblical and spiritual considerations and applications are integrated into each of 

Point’s courses. Each undergraduate major within the College of Graduate and 

Professional Studies (CGPS) has inherent in its program a biblical studies minor. In the 

traditional program, opportunities and activities are scheduled that integrate spiritual 

formation within the student’s campus life. These may include worship, communion, 

chapel services, adventure and focused study groups, mission opportunities, and 

mentoring. This level of spiritual formation programming has proven difficult to 

duplicate in an online format.  

 In faith-based universities offering online programming, spiritual formation 

becomes an additional challenge. The sense of community, access to spiritual direction, 

availability of spiritual formation experiences, activities, resources, and support found 

within the traditional Christian university experience is difficult to replicate in an online 

format. 

This challenge is not unique to Point University. It is being experienced by an 

increasing number of faith-based institutions providing online degree programs. The 

question then becomes, “How might the spiritual formation of online students best be 

supported and nurtured?” 

Statement of the Project Goals 

 The goal of this project is to provide an online spiritual formation experience for 

students at Point University. The experience is designed to assist students in developing a 

deeper awareness of God’s presence in their day-to-day life through the practice of a 
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spiritual discipline. The discipline of gratitude is used in this project to facilitate spiritual 

formation. 

Process and Procedures 

Participants were introduced to the project through a letter inviting them to 

volunteer. This letter was sent by university email to all students currently enrolled in the 

College of Graduate and Professional Studies’ Department of Social and Behavioral 

Sciences. Students interested were asked to contact the researcher, take a pre-test and 

participate in a brief interview prior to and following the project. The project sought to 

have eight students participate but allowed for 50% more or 12 students. The students 

were selected based on their expressed commitment to their spiritual growth and their 

ability to commit to the entire eight-week project.  

` During Weeks 2-7, a synchronous devotion was held at the beginning of the week 

for an hour, during which the focus of the week was introduced. Students were instructed 

to practice the Ignatius Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises Examen daily. The use of this 

exercise was used to increase familiarity with the practice of gratitude and is supported 

by the work of Robert Emmons, a noted psychologist who works primarily with 

gratitude.7 An asynchronous “Count your Blessings” forum was used to provide students 

an opportunity to share the things that they are grateful for with other participants. They 

were encouraged to have ongoing communication with one another for accountability and 

peer support. Lastly, students were asked to keep a gratitude journal, which they did not 

                                                           

  7 Robert Emmons and Joanna Hill, Words of Gratitude Mind, Body, and Soul 

(Philadelphia: Templeton Press, 2001). 
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have to share. Gratitude journals have proven to be a successful way to practice 

gratitude.8 I was available to students via ZOOM, email, text, and scheduled 

appointments. During week eight students were given a post-test survey and participated 

in a brief exit interview.  

Limitations and Delimitations 

There are some limitations inherent in online learning: lack of face to face 

interactions with peers, physical separation from the learning community, time zone 

differences, and dependency on technology. The students’ residency, comfort using 

technology, and time zone differences are also aspects of the project that were out of the 

control of the researcher. Technology also is not fail-proof.  

The subjective nature of the project also poses some limitations as the students are 

required to self-report and as such may be vulnerable to outside influences. The design of 

the study also presents some limitations. As a one group quasi-experimental study, there 

is no control group with which to compare the findings. The students participating in the 

study are all Christian and volunteered for this project. They may have been attracted to 

the study because they were already invested in the spiritual formation.  

Some delimitations were set that would allow the project to be completed in 

accordance with the goal of the project and the structure of Point University. The project 

was open to students currently enrolled in the College of Graduate and Professional 

                                                           

  8 Robert Emmons, Gratitude Works: A 21-Day Program for Creating Emotional 

Prosperity (San Francisco: CA: Jossey Bass Publishing, 2013), 78. 
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Studies’ Department of Social and Behavioral Science. This is the program in which the 

researcher is on faculty and has the most familiarity.  

The project ran the length of one academic session within the College of Graduate 

and Professional Studies, which is a total of eight weeks using the Sakai Learning 

Management System. This allowed the project to occur with a rhythm and a format that is 

familiar to the students.  

Terms 

 The terms spirituality, spiritual formation, and gratitude are used throughout the 

project. These terms may have a variety of meanings or interpretations depending on the 

person and his or her religious traditions. Christian tradition will be assumed in defining 

these terms. 

 Spirituality: St. Ignatius of Loyola’s idea of spirituality is founded on the idea that 

Christ is active in the world and spirituality is lived out in everyday life. Timothy 

Gallagher, in his book The Examen Prayer, says of Ignatius, “The only God he ever knew 

from the first moment of his conversion was the God who constantly bestows gifts of 

grace upon us, revealing through these gifts the infinite love with which we are loved.”9 

Richard Woods, in his book Christian Spirituality: God’s Presence Through the Ages, 

states, “‘spirituality’ refers to the ‘interior life,’ one’s self-awareness to the presence-to-

                                                           

  9 Timothy Gallagher, The Examen Prayer: Ignatian Wisdom for Our Lives Today 

(New York: Crossword Publishing Company, 2006), 58. 
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God.”10 He further asserts that spirituality is  “the intrinsic, self-transcending character of 

all human persons and everything that pertains to it, including most importantly, the ways 

in which that perhaps infinitely malleable character is realized in everyday life 

situations.”11 “Christian spirituality is a lived relationship with God. We actually live out 

our relationship with God,”12 is how Evan Howard describes it. In his book, Christian 

Spirituality: An Introduction, Alister McGrath provides four points to consider when 

defining Christian spirituality: “1) Knowing God, not just knowing about God; 2) 

Experiencing God to the full; 3) Transformation of existence on the basis of Christian 

faith and; 4) Attaining Christian authenticity in life and thought.”13 Thomas Merton 

affirms that if one is to live spiritually, one “must be all alive, body, soul, mind, heart, 

spirit. Everything must be elevated and transformed by the action of God, in love and 

faith.”14 

 These definitions provide an understanding of the experiential nature of 

spirituality as a lived response to an active knowledge and relationship with God as 

                                                           

  10 Richard Woods, Christian Spirituality: God’s Presence Through the Ages 

(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2006), 2. 

  11 Ibid, xix. 

  12 Evan B. Howard, The Brazos Introduction to Christian Spirituality (Grand 

Rapids: Brazos Press), 16. 

  13 Alister McGrath, Christian Spirituality: An Introduction (Oxford, UK: Blackwell 

Publishers, 1999), 4. 

  14 Thomas Merton, Thoughts in Solitude (New York: Farrar, Straus & Cudahy, 

1999), 29. 
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understood through Christian tradition. These notions of knowing, experiencing, being 

transformed, and emulating Christ inform the definition of spirituality for this project. For 

the purpose of this project, spirituality has been defined and described as how one 

understands God from the Christian tradition, experiences God, is transformed by God, 

and lives that experience in everyday life. 

 Spiritual Formation: According to E. Glenn Hinson, healthy spirituality is like a 

four-legged stool. It is experiential, intellectual, social and institutional.15 It addresses 

several issues: what one is experiencing, how one is understanding the experience in light 

of her or his faith tradition, how one’s relationships and actions have changed, and to 

what institution one is living in response. Robert Mullholland describes spiritual 

formation as being conformed to the image of Christ for the sake of others and the 

world.16 Both of these definitions are consistent with the definitions found in Point 

University’s Covenant for a Christian Community: “… continue to grow in the grace and 

knowledge of our Lord (2 Pet 3:18, KJV)”17 and “Christ-centered service throughout the 

world.”18 Within this project spiritual formation is defined as and used to describe one’s 

                                                           

 15 E. Glenn Hinson, Spiritual Formation for Christian Leadership (Nashville: Upper 

Room Books, 1999), ch. 5. 

 16 Robert Mullholland, Invitation to a Journey: A Roadmap to Spiritual Formation 

(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press), 31. 

17 All scripture references are from the King James Version unless otherwise noted. 

 
18 Point.edu, “A Covenant for Christian Community,” https://point.edu/wp-

content/uploads/2017/10/a_covenant_for_a_christian_community.pdf (accessed July 15, 

2018). 
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efforts to emulate the character and nature of Christ in thoughts, actions, love, and 

service. 

 Gratitude: A simple “Thank you” will not fully convey the meaning of gratitude 

as used and understood in this project. Diana Butler Bass, in her book, Grateful: The 

Transformative Power of Giving Thanks, defines gratitude as a “spiritual awareness and 

social structure of gift and response.”19 Joe Carter asserts that “gratitude is a means by 

which we become rightly oriented toward God.”20 Robert Emmons purports that 

“gratitude is much more than a mere politeness or a superficial feeling, but a knowing 

awareness that we have been the recipients of goodness.”21 Gratitude in this project is 

defined and used to describe the response of people who are aware that the gifts and 

goodness they receive are only through God’s grace. 

Assumptions 

 The Christian tradition is assumed in all discussions within this project. It is 

assumed that students who volunteer to participate in the project are committed to their 

spiritual formation, are willing to develop spiritual practices to support their continued 

growth and development, and desire a deeper awareness of God’s presence. It is also 

                                                           

  19 Diana Butler Bass, Grateful: The Transformative Power of Giving Thanks (San 

Francisco: Harper One Publishers, 2018), xxv. 

  20 Joe Carter, “Why Should We be Thankful for the Gift of Gratitude,” 

TheGospelCoalition.org, November 19, 2016, par. 3. 

  21 Robert Emmons, Thanks! How Practicing Gratitude Can Make You Happier 

(New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing, 2016), 6. 
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assumed that it is possible to provide a spiritual formation experience to online students 

despite the inherent challenges.  

Potential Significance 

Potentially, if an online spiritual formation program can be developed students 

will feel supported in their efforts to grow spiritually. They will more actively participate 

in service to others and the community. Their spiritual walk will be strengthened, and the 

tenets of the University’s mission will be embodied in the lives of the men and women 

who graduate from the University. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THEOLOGICAL, BIBLICAL AND HISTORICAL FOUNDATIONS 

 
 Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you 

were called to peace. And be thankful. Let the message of Christ dwell among 

you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom through 

psalms, hymns, and songs from the Spirit, singing to God with gratitude in your 

hearts. And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the 

Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him” (Col 3:15-17, NIV). 

 

The core of this project centers on the idea that spiritual formation can be 

integrated into online higher education programs through the practice of the spiritual 

discipline of gratitude. In order to establish a precedent of how to provide spiritual 

formation to online students at Point University using gratitude as a spiritual discipline, it 

was essential that theological, biblical, and historical foundations were established. An 

examination of the theologies of grace and gratitude seen through the eyes of historic and 

contemporary theologians and biblical antiquity has proven useful in the development of 

a model of spiritual formation for this project. 

Historical and contemporary theologians have much to say about gratitude, grace 

and spiritual practices that support the use of gratitude as a spiritual discipline. The 

theological, biblical, and historical fundamentals of grace and gratitude provide insight 

into their irrevocable connection to each other, an appreciation of the usefulness of 

gratitude as a spiritual discipline, and an awareness that its practice is useful in spiritual 

formation.  
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Gratitude 

 What is gratitude? A virtue? A volition? An emotion? A benefit? A debt? 

Gratitude has been and can be described as all and/or any of these terms. Ancient 

philosophers Marcus Tillius Cicero, Lucius Annaeus Seneca, Marcus Aurelius, as well as 

Thomas Aquinas, all saw gratitude as a virtue. Cicero characterized gratitude as “not only 

the greatest virtue, but the parent of all virtues.”1 Seneca in Number 81:21 of his Moral 

Letters to Lucilius declares:  

Thus, as I have said, your being grateful is more conducive to your own good than 

to your neighbour's good. For while your neighbour has had a common, everyday 

experience, – namely, receiving back the gift which he had bestowed, – you have 

had a great experience which is the outcome of an utterly happy condition of soul, 

– to have felt gratitude. For if wickedness makes men unhappy and virtue makes 

men blest, and if it is a virtue to be grateful, then the return which you have made 

is only the customary thing, but the thing to which you have attained is priceless, 

– the consciousness of gratitude, which comes only to the soul that is divine and 

blessed.”2  

 

In the first book of Marcus Aurelis’ Meditations, he presents an account of all those to 

whom he is indebted and his gratefulness towards them for the things he had received, 

learned, experienced and observed.3 Thomas Aquinas, leaning towards the philosophical 

beliefs of Cicero and Seneca, also perceived gratitude to be a virtue, however, not one 

that is separate and apart from the four cardinal virtues of Prudence, Temperance, 

                                                           
1 Marcus Tullius Cicero, https://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/cicero-ethical-writings-on-

moral-duties-on-old-age-on-friendship-scipios-dream. (accessed January 19, 2019). 

2 L. Annaeus Seneca, On Benefits, edited by Aubrey Stewart, release date December 

3, 2009 [EBook #3794] last updated: February 6, 2013. (accessed January 19, 2019).  

3 Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, trans. by George Long, 

http://classics.mit.edu/Antoninus/meditations.html. (accessed January 19, 2019). 
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Fortitude and Justice. Aquinas connected gratitude to the virtue of justice. He defined the 

virtue of justice as “a habit whereby a man renders to each one his due with constant and 

perpetual will,” identifying three aspects of justice according to Aquinas; Commutative 

(Duty towards God), Distributive (Duty towards others); and General (Duty towards the 

Community).4  

In scripture, Judeo-Christian religious traditions recognize gratitude as a loving 

response to a benevolent God and often one of sacrifice. In the first chapter of 1 Samuel, 

Hannah who has been barren and taunted for her barrenness prays for a child. God honors 

her request and she conceives. Her response to God’s benevolence toward her is to return 

the child to him after she had weaned him. Having returned her child to God,  

Then Hannah prayed: My heart rejoices in the Lord! The Lord has made me 

strong. Now I have an answer for my enemies; I rejoice because you rescued me. 

No one is holy like the Lord! There is no one besides you; there is no Rock like 

our God.5 

 

Although Hannah had given up (sacrificed) the very thing that she had prayed for, her  

prayer is still one of gratitude. Hannah thanks God not only for what he has done, was 

still doing, but also for who he is.  

 Jesus, although he himself is Divine, often demonstrated and expressed gratitude 

to God the Father. When faced with feeding thousands with only two fish and five loaves, 

                                                           
4 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, Christian Classics Ethereal Library 

https://ccel.org/a/aquinas/summa/cache/summa.pdf. (accessed January 19, 2019). 

5 1 Sam 2:1-2, NLT. 
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he did not panic, but offered thanks to God.6 When his friend Lazarus had died, he prayed 

and offered thanksgiving before Jesus raised him from the dead.7 And knowing that death 

was imminent and Judas would betray him, he gave thanks to his father before the 

breaking of bread at the Last Supper.8  

“Gratitude has been considered the doorway into the presence of God. Scripture 

says, “Enter with the password, ‘Thank You!’ (Ps 100:4a, MSG)”; “Let us come before 

His presence with Thanksgiving: (Ps 94:2a, KJV); these verses from the book of Psalms 

are representative of the many scriptures and passages that exhort believers to enter into 

the presence of God with thanksgiving. The book of Psalms is laden with scriptures that 

call believers to offer thanksgiving to the Lord.  

The Pauline Epistles provide another biblical and theological view of gratitude. 

Paul generally opens his letters to the various congregations with a prayer of 

thanksgiving to God for them or for something they have done, collectively or 

individually. He offers prayers and thanksgiving to and for the various church 

communities and/or extols them to express their thanksgiving for what God has done for 

them. These acts of gratitude take on the form of personal or corporate thanksgiving, for 

Christ and for one another. The prayer expresses appreciation for God’s role in causing 

whatever the prayer is about to occur and thanks God for that person or group. Being 

                                                           
6 John 6:11. 

7 John 11:41-42. 

8 Luke 22:17. 
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aware that God has been thanked for them or their role creates a deepening of the 

relationship between the person who prays and the person who has been appreciated in 

the prayer.9 Both individuals have a relationship to and with God and the thanksgiving 

indicates a shared theological understanding and relationship to God.10 Paul is concerned 

less about their relationship to him and more about their relationship and obedience to 

Christ. Paul sees thanksgiving as most clearly demonstrated in a life lived in obedience to 

Christ. 

Kenneth Wilson, a Research Fellow of Christ Church University, Canterbury, 

UK, asserts that Christianity is “characterized” by gratitude and describes it as “a feeling 

of delight and intellectual excitement that our world is not only created by God, but 

nurtured by His gracious presence.”11  

Gratitude and Grace 

It is God’s grace, his unmerited favor toward us that initiates the response of 

gratitude and, in turn, a gifting or graciousness towards others. Tom Greggs, founding co-

director of the Aberdeen Centre of Protestant Theology and Head of Divinity at Aberdeen 

argues,  

The Christian life is one marked by a covenant of grace and gratitude in which 

human creature responds to the superabundant merciful grace of God in 

                                                           
9 Thomas R. Shepherd, “‘We Thank God for You’ How Thanksgiving Transforms 

Our Walk, A Study in the Theology of Colossians,” Journal of the Adventist Theological 

Society, 25/2 (2014): 29-42. 

10 Ibid.  

11 Kenneth Wilson, The Theological Roots of Christian Gratitude (New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 13. 
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thanksgiving, and in so doing participates in the merciful grace offered to the 

creature by God: in other words, the response of gratitude is a participating in the 

grace offered by God, and as such, is a full recognition of the ways of grace which 

flow from the divine life to creation.12  

 

Second Corinthians 4:15 supports this idea, “And as God’s grace reaches more and more 

people, there will be great thanksgiving, and God will receive more and more glory. 

(NLT).”  

Greggs further asserts that humanity’s response to God’s grace takes on four 

forms: “Humble penitence”, a recognition that his grace has not been earned; “Faithful 

obedience,” an unconditioned response to being captured by his grace; “Superabundant 

singing,” unspeakable joy that celebrates and praises God for who he is and what he’s 

done; and “Sacraments: no salvific effectiveness, only a covenantal gratitude for grace,” 

expressed in the observance and commitment to the sacraments of baptism and 

communion.13 This dynamic exchange of gift and response has been described in various 

ways throughout Christian historical tradition. Karl Barth insists that, 

Charis always demands the answer of eucharistia. Grace and gratitude belong 

together like heaven and earth. Grace evokes gratitude like the voice an echo. 

Gratitude follows grace like thunder lightning. Not by virtue of any necessity of 

the concepts as such. But we are speaking of the grace of the God who is God for 

man, and of the gratitude of man as his response to this grace…”14 

                                                           
12 Tom Greggs, “In Gratitude for Grace: Praise, Worship and The Sanctified 

Life,” Scottish Journal of Theology. 2017;70(2):147-165. http://proxygsu-

atcc.galileo.usg.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/1889331420?account

id=8404. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0036930617000047 (accessed September 29, 2018). 

13 Ibid. 

14 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics: The Doctrine of Reconciliation vol. 4. part 1, trans. 

Geoffery. W. Bromiley, ed. Geoffery W. Bromiley and Thomas Forsythe Torrance vol. 4. 

part 1 (New York: T & T Clark LTD, 1956; New York: T & T International, 2004). 
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According to Paul O’Callaghan, Lutheran theology asserts sola gratia, “grace alone.” It 

is God and God alone who saves humanity not through any works of humans, but by 

grace through faith. Humanity’s response to God’s grace is gratitude.15 While the eighty-

sixth question in the Heidelberg Catechism asks, 

Q: Since we have been delivered from our misery by grace alone through Christ, 

without any merit of our own, why must we yet do good works? 

A: Because Christ, having redeemed us by his blood, also renews us by his Holy 

Spirit to be his image, so that with our whole life we may show ourselves thankful 

to God for his benefits, and he may be praised by us. Further, that we ourselves 

may be assured of our faith by its fruits, and that by our godly walk of life we 

may win our neighbours for Christ.16 

 

This idea of sola gratia is also shared by the Apostle Paul. Paul’s letter to the Ephesians 

echoes the assertion that it is through God’s grace through faith that humanity is saved 

and not by anything that they themselves can do or have done. In First Corinthians 1:4, in 

a letter to the people of Corinth, he thanks God for the gift of grace he has given to them 

in Jesus and, in Second Corinthians 9:15, he thanks God for his inexpressible gift. Paul’s 

response to God’s gift of grace is gratitude.  

The Latin word gratia is the root word from which the word gratitude is derived. 

It speaks to kindness, generosity, and the giving and receiving of gifts. Emmons argues, 

                                                           
15 Paul O’Callaghan, Luther and (sola gratia): “The Rapport between Grace, Human 

Freedom, Good Works and Moral Life,” SCRIPTATHEOLOGICA Vol. 19 (2017) 193-

212. 

16 Heidelberg Catechism, http://www.heidelberg-catechism.com/pdf/lords-

days/Heidelberg-Catechism.pdf. (accessed January 19, 2020). 
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“For Christians, without an awareness of God’s grace, it is impossible to cultivate 

gratitude…and practices are what makes a person more sensitive to grace.”17  

Gratitude as a Discipline 

In the Gospels of the New Testament, Christ prepares the disciples by providing 

them a set of disciplines (exercises) that could be practiced in His absence and duplicated 

after he is gone. These practices were and taught and modeled for them in their day-to-

day interactions with Christ: prayer (Matt 6:5-13), fellowship (Acts 2:42), service (Matt 

6:1-4), solitude (Luke 5:16), evangelism (Matt 5:1-2), fasting (Matt 6:16-18) and 

thanksgiving (Luke 22:19). Although this list is not exhaustive, it does provide a glance 

into how disciplines or practices were integrated into lives of the disciples to foster 

spiritual maturity and a more intimate relationship with Christ. Practices such as these are 

the basis of spiritual formation. Through the practice of spiritual disciplines, just as with 

the disciples, believers are able to develop a more intimate relationship with Christ.  

From biblical antiquity to contemporary times, theologians like Paul, Ignatius of 

Loyola, Augustine, Martin Luther, and Thomas Merton have emphasized the importance 

of developing a deep, loving, and lasting personal relationship with God. By his own 

admission, Augustine confessed that he became a Christian only when the Holy Spirit 

had moved on his heart.18 Martin Luther has been quoted as saying, “At last meditating 

                                                           
17 Robert Emmons, Gratitude Works: A 21-Day Program for Creating Emotional 

Prosperity (San Francisco: CA: Jossey Bass Publishing, 2013), 78. 

18 Augustine. http://osa.org.au/en/augustine/spirituality-of-st-augustine/. (January 19, 

2020). 



22 

 

 

day and night, by the mercy of God, I began to understand that the righteousness of God 

is that through which the righteous live by a gift of God, namely by faith. Here I felt as if 

I were entirely born again and had entered paradise itself through the gates that had been 

flung open.”19 Spiritual formation nurtures a loving relationship with Christ and with 

others through the development of habitual practices or disciplines.  

Gratitude is one such practice. Eric Demeter purports that, “Practiced as a 

discipline, gratitude realigns us with the Giver and increases His activity in our lives.”20 

Wilkie Au, a professor of theological studies at Loyola of Marymount and his wife, 

Noreen Canon Au, a Jungian analyst, authors of The Grateful Heart: Living the Christian 

Message21 assert that “the basis of a spirituality of gratitude is the belief that gratitude is 

the gateway to loving like Jesus.”22 This kind of love requires that we love God with all 

our heart and all our soul and all our mind and love others as ourselves, as commanded in 

three of the four gospels (Matt 22:35–40, Mark 12:28–34 and Luke 10:27).  

Au and Au suggest two approaches by which Christians grow spiritually: 

ascetically (redemption centered), one’s attempts to live a life that honors God and 

                                                           

        19 Martin Luther, “Martin Luther's Account of His Own Conversion”. IIIM Magazine 

Online, Volume 5, Numbers 15, May 3-May 10, 2003. 

20 Eric Demeter, “Why Gratitude is a Discipline: How Expressing It Opens Us up to 

God’s Grace,” Relevant, July 2, 2018, https://relevantmagazine.com/god/worldview/why-

gratitude-spiritual-discipline (accessed September 29, 2018). 

21 Wilkie Au and Noreen Canon Au, The Grateful Heart: Living the Christian 

Message (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 2011), 2.  

22 Ibid. 
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aesthetically (creation centered), one’s appreciation for his creation. They present 

gratitude as a holistic path that integrates both the ascetical and the aesthetical in a 

complementary fashion. Gratitude as a means to a spiritual path, they posit, fosters divine 

love by cultivating an awareness of the plethora of gifts that flow from God as Creator 

and Savior.23 This assertion contends that the practice of gratitude may fuel one’s ability 

to love completely with one’s total self and to love others as oneself. The ascetical and 

aesthetical approaches described by Au and Au speak directly to the fulfillment of the 

greatest commandments and support one of the hypotheses of this project, that the 

practice of gratitude can nurture greater awareness of who God is and what He does.  

Diana Butler Bass, a Christian historian and author of Grateful: The 

Transformative Power of Giving Thanks, also provides insight into gratitude as a spiritual 

discipline. Bass contends that “We can intentionally practice gratitude through greater 

awareness (mindfulness), through specific techniques (writing a journal, listing daily 

blessing…), by developing new routines and by strengthening habits of gratitude.”24 Bass 

insists, 

Gratitude is not a practice that can be counted in hours. Instead it invites us to 

engage in the longer arc of time. In order for it to become a habit, it asks that we 

attend to seeing time more fully: engaging the past more graciously, living more 

appreciatively now, and building thanks into the foundation of our future.”25  

 

                                                           
23 Ibid. 

24 Diana Butler Bass, Grateful: The Transformative Power of Giving Thanks (San 

Francisco: Harper One Publishers, 2018), 55. 

25 Diana Butler Bass, Grateful: The Transformative Power of Giving Thanks (San 

Francisco: Harper One Publishers, 2018), 70. 
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Gratitude and Spiritual Practices 

Gratitude as a practice is integral to Ignatian spirituality. Ignatius’s own 

experience with God fueled His foundational belief, that gratitude implicitly emphasizes 

the essential nature of gratitude as a virtue. Ignatius did not expound in his writings on 

the idea of gratitude, it is not mentioned with any frequency in any of his writings, and 

neither did he go into any in-depth discussion on the topic of gratitude. Yet, implicitly 

woven within the fabric of his writings is the ever-present assertion that gratitude is 

central to a life lived for Christ. Gerald Fagin, SJ, suggests that Ignatius’ passion for 

gratitude is rooted in two experiences: first, in Ignatius’s own life experience as a beggar 

and, secondly, in his most profound mystical experience at the river Cardoner. Ignatius’ 

experience at the river Cardoner, as cited in Fagin’s article “Stirred to Profound 

Gratitude,”  

[It] was a vision of God and creation that shaped his understanding of and feeling 

for the mysteries of the faith…This overwhelming sense of the giftedness of 

creation and redemption was at the heart of Ignatius’s understanding of all of 

creation and human history and was the source of his passionate gratitude for all 

God’s gifts. 26 

 

Ignatius’ best-known work was initially written as a journal in which he kept a record of 

gained spiritual insights of his own spiritual journey over a one-year period. 

Subsequently, Ignatius gathered these prayers, meditations, reflections, and directions 

                                                           
26 Gerald Fagin, “Stirred to Profound Gratitude,” Christian Heritage and 

Contemporary Living. March/April 1195. (Vol. 54. No. 2): 238. 
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into a comprehensive template for a retreat, which he called “spiritual exercises.”27 The 

Spiritual Exercises outlines and presents a series of activities--meditations, 

considerations, contemplations, methods of self-examination and prayer, and guidelines--

for discerning God’s will and making a decision.28 In “The Ignatian Path to Gratitude,” 

Wilkie Au makes a case for the use of Ignatius’ Spiritual Exercises as a way to “deepen 

our gratitude and our love of a good and giving God by expanding our awareness of how 

richly we have been blessed.”29 Developed within with The Spiritual Exercises was the 

Examen.  

At the core of the Ignatian Examen is gratitude. Setting aside time on a daily basis 

to recall the graces one has received has the potential to interweave and thread together a 

sustainable life theme of highly cherished personal meaning just as it nourishes a 

fundamental life stance whose thrust is decidedly positive.30 Ignatian spirituality deepens 

our understanding of the nature, origins, and functions of gratitude and can guide 

                                                           
27 “What are Spiritual Exercises?” https://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-

prayer/the-spiritual-exercises/what-are-the-spiritual-exercises/ (accessed September 15, 

2018). 

28 Gerald, Fagin, “Stirred to Profound Gratitude,” Christian Heritage and 

Contemporary Living, March/April 1995 (Vol. 54. No. 2): 239. 

29 Wilkie Au, “An Ignatian Path to Gratitude,” 

https://www.theway.org.uk/Back/493Au.pdf (accessed September 15, 2018). 

30 Robert Emmons, “Graced Gratitude and Disgraced Ingratitude,” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TZSM0k2VUsI (accessed September 28, 2018). 
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practical ways to cultivate gratitude on a daily basis.31 The Examen is a prayerful 

reflection practice that has been known to be beneficial in spiritual formation.  

Bass asserts that developing cues that initiate thankfulness is a way to foster 

gratitude.32 “Cues she stresses for blessings (awareness) at particular times or places, 

engage in routine activities (actions) in relation to those cues, and notice how we 

experience positive emotions that result (rewards).”33 Keeping a gratitude journal is a 

good way to keep track of the cues, activities, and rewards experienced.34 

Counting your blessings is another practice that has been proven useful in 

cultivating gratitude. A study done by Emmons and McCullough found that a weekly 

benefit listing was associated with more positive and optimistic appraisals of one’s life, 

more time spent exercising, and fewer reported physical symptoms.35 

                                                           
31 Ibid. 

32 Diana Butler Bass, Grateful: The Transformative Power of Giving Thanks (San 

Francisco: Harper One Publishers, 2018), 55. 

33 Ibid., 55. 

34 Diana Butler Bass, “How Keeping A Journal Changed My Perspective: Practicing 

Gratitude,” Christian Century, 2018, 135(7), 10–12. Retrieved from 

http://search.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.point.edu:2048/login.aspx?direct=true&db=rlh&AN

=128365534&site=ehost-live. 

35 Robert A. Emmons and Michael E. McCullough, “Counting Blessings versus 

Burdens: An Experimental Investigation of Gratitude and Subjective Well-Being in Daily 

Life. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,” Copyright 2003 by the American 

Psychological Association, Inc. 2003, Vol. 84, No. 2, 377–389 0022-3514/03/DOI: 

10.1037/0022-3514.84.2.377.  



27 

 

 

It has been said that prayer changes things, but can it increase gratitude? Prayer is 

our response to God’s loving grace. Grace evokes gratitude. Lutheran tradition asserts 

that grateful thankfulness characterizes the Christian life. According to the Heidelberg 

Catechism, prayer is the most important part of thankfulness (4.116).36 In a study 

conducted by Rebecca Olson, Amy Knepple Carney and Julie Hicks Patrick on gratitude 

and spirituality, they found that both self-reported spirituality, as well as prayer and 

meditation, were shown to increase an individual’s level of gratitude across 3 weeks.37 In 

another study by Brandon L. Whittington and Steven J. Scher, prayers of thanksgiving 

were significant predictors of subjective well-being, of self-esteem, and of optimism.38 

Gratitude as Transformative 

The practice of gratitude as a discipline is more than an emotion or a good feeling 

in response to gifts one has received. It is an attitude that promotes greater awareness of 

God in all things, facilitates a change of heart, initiates a new way to address life’s ups 

and downs, and spurs people to serve others.  

                                                           
36 “Heidelberg Catechism,” http://www.heidelberg-catechism.com/pdf/lords-

days/Heidelberg-Catechism.pdf. (accessed January 19, 2020). 

37 Rebecca Olson, Amy Knepple Carney, and Julie Hicks Patrick, “Associations 

between Gratitude and Spirituality: An Experience Sampling Approach,” Psychology of 

Religion and Spirituality © 2018 American Psychological Association 2019, Vol. 11, No. 

4, 449–452 1941-1022/19/$12.00 http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/rel0000164. 

38 Brandon L. Whittington and Steven J. Scher, “Prayer and Subjective Well-Being: 

An Examination of Six Different Types of Prayer,” The International Journal for the 

Psychology of Religion, 20:59–68, 2010 Copyright © Taylor & Francis Group, LLC 

ISSN: 1050-8619 print/1532-7582 online DOI: 0.1080/10508610903146316. 
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The 17th-century theologian Jonathan Edwards asserts that there are two kinds of 

gratitude: natural and gracious gratitude. Natural gratitude to use Edwards’ word is an 

“affection” for those people and things that suit one’s love of self and is not built on the 

foundation of loving God for who He is.39 Gracious or spiritual gratitude, in contrast, is 

built on the foundation of loving God for who he is. “The saint, having seen the glory of 

God, and his heart being overcome by it, and captivated with love to him on that account, 

his heart hereby becomes tender, and easily affected with kindnesses received,” says 

Edwards in reference to gracious gratitude.40  

In describing the transformational power of gratitude, Mary Mohler asserts that it 

is a three-step process that begins when one receives God’s gift of grace. The response to 

the gift of grace is gratitude and from a heart of gratitude one demonstrates their 

appreciation by building the body of Christ and sharing the Gospel.41 Kenneth Wilson’s 

work, The Theological of Roots of Christian Gratitude purports that through gratitude 

God encourages one to consider their thoughts and actions towards creation, others, 

themselves and Him, that one might grow in all these relationships.42 

                                                           
39 Jonathan Edwards, Religious Affections (Ames. IA: International Outreach Inc., 

n.d.), online ed., 79-81.  

40 Ibid., 81. 

41 Mary K. Mohler, Growing in Gratitude (U.K.: The Good Book Company, 2018), 

18. 

42 Kenneth Wilson, The Theological Roots of Christian Gratitude, 1st ed., Pathways 

for Ecumenical and Interreligious Dialogue Series (USA: Palgrave McMillian, 2015), 13.  
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Numerous biblical stories demonstrate how gratitude led men and women to 

generosity and service. The story of Zacchaeus in Luke 19 tells of a man who had just 

such a response to God’s grace. Zacchaeus’ response to Christ’s grace led to a change in 

his lifestyle. The former thief and tax collector gave half of his belonging to the poor and 

repaid all those he had stolen from. The Samaritan woman at the well in John 4, having 

encountered Jesus, could not help but tell others about this Man, who told her “everything 

she had ever did.” Her gratitude for God’s grace led her to evangelize and many were 

saved.  

This project argues that gratitude is a spiritual discipline that can be used in 

spiritual formation and has the ability to transform lives through Christ. 

Distance and Online Learning 

 To assert that the practice of gratitude as a spiritual discipline is useful in spiritual 

formation is one thing when one is able to follow Jesus’ discipleship model and live life 

with one’s students. The lack of proximity inherent to distance learning, however, does 

not allow one the opportunity to engage person to person with students. But nurturing 

spiritual formation through distance learning may not be entirely new to the Christian 

tradition. In Christian history, spiritual direction by letter is not uncommon. It can be 

found in the writings of C.S. Lewis43 and the letters of Henri Nouwen44, Baron Von 

                                                           
43 C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York, NY: HarperOne, 2001). 

 
44 Henri J. Nouwen, Love Henri: Letters on the Spiritual Life (Canada: Convergent 

Books, 2018). 
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Hugel45 , and Francis de Sales46.  The Apostle Paul’s letters to the Romans served to 

provide spiritual direction to the Church and may also serve as a useful model when 

encountering the dimension of distance in online spiritual formation.  

A number of researchers have used the writings of Paul to the Romans as a model 

for nurturing spiritual formation from a distance.  Asumang asserts that “strategic 

construction of a special genre for the Pastoral Epistles for the purpose of the formation 

of leaders of some of these churches at a distance should be regarded as the biblical 

template, model, and mandate for efficacious and effective ministerial formation through 

distance education.”47 Forrest and Lamport argue that the author’s “relationship with the 

recipients is analogically similar to the relationship between professor and student in an 

online, educational paradigm.”48  

 Paul’s letter to the Romans provides a theological lens with which to view 

fostering spiritual formation at a distance. Just as Paul’s letter to the Romans made use of 

the available resources of the time, so must our contemporary efforts to reach online 

                                                           
45 Baron Von Hugel. Letters to a Niece (United Kingdom: Harper Collins, 1995). 

 
46 Francis de Sales. Thy Will Be Done: Letters to Persons in the World (Manchester, 

NH: Sophia Institute Press, 1995). 
 

47 Annang Asumang, “Fostering Spiritual Formation at a Distance: Review of the 

Current Debates, and a Biblically Grounded Proposal for Maximizing its Effectiveness as 

Part of Ministerial Formation,” Conspectus: (The South African Theological Seminary), 

vol. 22, (Oct. 2016): 23. 

48 Benjamin K. Forrest and Mark A. Lamport, “Modeling Spiritual Formation from a 

Distance: Paul's Formation Transactions with the Roman Christians,” Christian 

Education Journal, 10(1), (March 14, 2018): 110. 
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students, according to Asumang.49 Forrest and Lambert assert that spiritual formation can 

be provided to online students following Paul’s model using the “socially constructed 

mechanism of electronically mediated communication.”50  

Forrest and Lambert, based on Paul’s relationship with the Romans, make eight 

associations to online learning based on Paul’s letters to the Romans: the gospel should 

be the foundation for Christian spiritual formation; scripture is the word of God and the 

ultimate authority; that the message should be clear and personal; an interchange of ideas 

is essential in formation; that formation happens best within community; the audience 

should be encouraged; prayer is an integral part of the formation process and 

accountability is vital to the process.51  

Asumang proposes a different take on the applicability of Paul’s Epistles to online 

learning. He asserts:  

Their unique genre lends them to be a handbook for that purpose… It contains the 

literary properties that enable it to maximize the interactions and relational bonds 

necessary for that enterprise. It places the contextual needs of the recipients as 

prime in shaping this formational discourse. And it underlines the formational 

replication of leaders as its key concern.”52 

                                                           
49 Annang Asumang, “Fostering Spiritual Formation at a Distance: Review of the 

Current Debates, and a Biblically Grounded Proposal for Maximizing its Effectiveness as 

Part of Ministerial Formation,” Conspectus: (The South African Theological Seminary), 

vol. 22, (Oct. 2016): 11. 

50 Benjamin K. Forrest and Mark A. Lamport, “Modeling Spiritual Formation from a 

Distance: Paul's Formation Transactions with the Roman Christians,” Christian 

Education Journal, 10(1), (March 14, 2018): 122. 

 51 Ibid. 

52 Annang Asumang, “Fostering Spiritual Formation at a Distance: Review of the 
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A number of suggestions have been offered by these researchers that may well be 

integrated into distance learning. Asumang suggests four practices towards effective 

spiritual formation from a distance: institutional intentionality; interactivity; internet and 

all the possibilities it offers, and the instructor. Institutional intentionality is supported 

also by the research of Mark Maddix and James Estep, who having created a fully online 

spiritual formation program, recommend four areas in which institutions can become 

more intentional: individual course induced practices; one on one teacher-student 

practices including mentorship; small and medium group practices; and church worship.53 

They also advocate the use of web-based media such as blogs, journaling, chapel 

podcasts, mentoring and spiritual direction to foster formation in three domains, the 

inner, outward and corporate domains.54 I found that much of the research indicated that 

the more the institution and instructors are interested/invested in the spiritual 

development of the students, the more the students are invested in their own spiritual 

growth and development. 

Interactivity, as Asumang defines it, relates to the student’s interaction with the 

teacher, to other students, and to the course content. In addressing this area Lowe and 

                                                           

Part of Ministerial Formation,” Conspectus (South African Theological Seminary), Vol. 

22, (Oct. 2016): 2-38. 

53 Mark Maddix and James Riley Estep, “Spiritual Formation in Online Higher 

Education Communities: Nurturing Spirituality in Christian Higher Education Online 

Degree Programs,” Christian Education Journal 7(2) (2010): 423-34. 

54 Ibid. 
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Lowe, using Bronfenbrenner’s Ecosystems model suggest that various aspects of the 

students’ ecosystem be engaged, considering how external factors may also influence 

student spiritual formation.55 

The internet is here to stay and so to make the best use of it in online spiritual 

formation researchers have suggested a number of suggestions that may enhance the 

online spiritual formation experience. Alison LeCornu suggests the use of virtual 

dialogues with other students via the computer and study journals that allow the students 

to share their subjective responses to the material.56 Roger White outlines eight practices 

he believes will assist teachers in promoting spiritual formation online: (1) feature 

spiritual formation as a course goal, (2) model a redeemed personality as much as is 

practicable in that space, (3) personalize their experiences for students to share in, (4) 

encourage interaction via the media, and (5) promote a safe and nurturing community 

through their interactions on the net.57  

The fourth practice identified by Asumang in developing an effective online 

spiritual formation program is the instructor. It is not surprising that there are some 

characteristics believed by researchers to be more conducive in the promotion and 

                                                           
55 Stephen D. Lowe and Mary E. Lowe, Spiritual Formation in Theological Distance 

Education: An Ecosystems Model, Christian Education Journal 7(1):85–102. 

56 Alison Le Cornu, “Is Adult Theological Education Through Distance Learning 

Self-defeating? An Exploration of the Relationships Between Truth, Authority and Self-

development. British Journal of Theological Education 2001, 11(2):9–21. 

57 Roger White, “Promoting Spiritual Formation in Distance Education,” Christian 

Education Journal 2006 (2):303–315. 
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development of spiritual formation. Mark Maddix and James Riley Estep’s study, 

“Spiritual Formation in Higher Education Communities: Nurturing Spirituality in 

Christian Higher Education Online Degree Programs,”58 and Roger White’s study, 

“Promoting Spiritual Formation in Distance Education,”59 support the idea that 

developing a personal relationship with online students helps to facilitate faith 

development. The relationship between the instructor and the students, the instructor’s 

personal spiritual maturity, and the instructor’s commitment to the process is central to 

faith development for online and distance learning students.  

Point University’s historic and current commitment to the spiritual formation of 

its students has laid the foundation for the success of the project.  

 

                                                           
58 Maddix, Mark and James Riley Estep, “Spiritual Formation in Online Higher 

Education Communities: Nurturing Spirituality in Christian Higher Education Online 

Degree Programs,” Christian Education Journal 7(2) (2010): 423-34. 

59 Roger White, “Promoting Spiritual Formation in Distance Education,” Christian 

Education Journal 2006 (2):303–315. 



 

35 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 

PROJECT DESIGN 

The University 

Point University is a private Christian liberal arts university located in West Point, 

GA, only two miles from the Alabama line. Point University, originally Atlanta Christian 

College, began on a stretch of farmland just outside of Atlanta as a training ground for 

ministers and those working in the church. It has been educating students for Christ-

centered service since 1937. The University believes “the most important question is not 

‘Where are you spiritually?’ Rather we are more interested in ‘Where can you be?’” 

Spiritual formation is about the whole person – and we strive to provide opportunities in 

a variety of contexts that address not merely “going to church” but “the whole person.”1 

Evidence of Point’s intentional address of spiritual formation is in their integration of 

spiritual formation not as a class but as an integral component of student life.  

To this end, The Point University Honor Code2 and its handbook, A Covenant for 

a Christian Community,3 provide students with information about resources, expectations 

                                                           
1 Point.edu, “Spiritual Formation,” https://point.edu/student-experience/spiritual-

formation/. 

2 Point.edu, “Honor Code,” https://point.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Honor-

Code-2019-2020.pdf. 

3 Point.edu, “A Covenant for a Christian Community,” https://point.edu/wp-

content/uploads/2017/10/a_covenant_for_a_christian_community.pdf. 
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of behavior, and policies for living life day to day in covenant not only with Point’s 

community, but also with Christ.4 The expectation for all Point students is that they will 

behave in ways which reflect the standards set forth in these documents, moving toward 

greater levels of maturity, supporting transformational community and being open to 

spiritual formation in Christ.5 

Currently, Point University offers a variety of planned activities and events geared 

toward the spiritual formation of students, the majority of which are held on campus and 

are unavailable to online students. Faculty and staff-led adventure groups meet weekly 

and allow students the opportunity to discuss an array of topics, work on projects together 

and often share meals. Student-led Community Chapel services are held monthly. These 

services include worship, music, prayer, and a message. These services are also streamed 

and recorded, making them available to the entire Point community. Holy Communion is 

offered weekly at a local church and is open to anyone. Focus group events led by Point 

faculty, administrators, staff or guests are held occasionally. These events focus on 

particular topics and explore them in the context of spiritual formation. These events 

mainly occur at the West Point campus and may be streamed, making them available to 

the entire student body.  

The University was successful in integrating these opportunities into ACCESS, its 

initial non-traditional program. ACCESS students, however, were on campus, making the 

                                                           
4 Point.edu, “Spiritual Formation,” https://point.edu/student-experience/spiritual-

formation/. 

5 Ibid. 
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established spiritual formation program readily accessible and easier to integrate. The 

transition from ACCESS, a non-traditional on campus program to the University’s fully 

online College of Graduate and Profession Studies changed this dynamic. The structure 

and nature of the established spiritual formation opportunities present a challenge in 

replicating them online and the University’s online population is steadily growing.  

The University recognizes the importance of the integration of faith into its 

academic programming. Courses are taught from a Christian worldview. Many of the 

courses use forums to promote discussion of biblical or spiritual considerations to 

disciplines other than religion and/or require Christian worldview perspectives in written 

assignments. All students receiving a bachelor’s degree from Point University also earn a 

minor in biblical studies. Although this minor may add to the students’ knowledge of 

biblical history, foundations, tenets, and precedents, it may not offer students the same 

opportunity for spiritual growth that spiritual formation programming would provide.  

Point University has a well-documented history of integrating spiritual formation 

programming and experiences within the student life of traditional on-campus students as 

noted previously. In alignment with the university’s mission “to educate students for 

Christ-centered service and leadership throughout the world,”6 the Spiritual Formation 

program strives to provide opportunities in a variety of contexts. It is the increase in the 

online student population and the University’s commitment to spiritual formation that 

prompted the development of this project.  

                                                           
6 Point.edu, “Goals,” https://point.edu/about/goals/ (accessed June 20, 2019). 
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I initiated this project because I recognized that the provision of spiritual 

formation experiences for online students was an area in which we could do more. 

Conversations with other faculty and staff encouraged me to explore ways in which this 

may be accomplished. Students’ voices were also instrumental in initiating the 

development of this project. Students who had enrolled in Point University under the 

ACCESS program would often comment about how the change to online caused them to 

feel disconnected from Point’s faith community. They would share memories of having 

participated in student-led chapel services or gathering with one another to pray before or 

after class. Several students even reminded me of a time when I had become ill in class 

and had to leave the class for a moment. When I returned to class the students were 

standing. They proceeded to form a circle around me and collectively and individually 

began to pray for me. This act of faith in the power of Christ and love for another 

embody what I know to be the heart of Point University and has provided motivation for 

this project. It is also one for which I am ever grateful.  

 Since I began my research on this topic in 2015, Point University has moved 

from offering a few online courses within what was formerly the ACCESS program to 

becoming one of the fastest-growing Christian universities.7 Point’s online course 

offerings have grown from six undergraduate programs, in 2014, to over 50 

undergraduate and graduate programs and 200 courses, in 2019.  

                                                           
7 Council for Christian Colleges and Universities, 

https://www.cccu.org/magazine/enrollment-success-stories/ (accessed January 18, 2020).  
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The University has also made some strides in addressing the spiritual formation 

needs of these students by making available online the monthly chapel services, inviting 

students to participate in corporate prayer initiatives, and emailing devotionals related to 

the Spiritual Formation Program’s yearly themes. Instructors are also encouraged to 

include prayers and/or mini devotions into their weekly communications with students. 

These efforts towards greater inclusion of online students in spiritual formation 

programming are demonstrative of the University’s commitment to spiritual formation. 

The Methodology 

This project was designed to assist online students in their spiritual formation 

journey by providing resources, exercises, and support that encourage the development of 

greater awareness of the presence of God in their day-to-day life through the use of 

gratitude as a spiritual discipline. Its hypothesis is that spiritual formation experiences 

can be provided online and can be transformative for students at Point University.  

Although primarily qualitative, a One-Group Pre-test/Post-test quasi-experimental 

design was used. This design was chosen because there is only one group of participants 

and there is no control group. In this design, participants are given a pre-test before 

participation in the project and a post-test after completion of the project. To reduce 

issues related to not having a control group the same scale was given to the participants 

before and after the project. Scores were taken before and after to measure the difference 

between the scores. There are advantages and disadvantages to using this design. An 

advantage is that it allows for the comparison of the scores before and after participation 

in the project. A disadvantage is that because the students have seen the questions 
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previously during the pre-test, they may have retained that information and may use it to 

answer when presented with the questions again in the post-test instead of generating 

spontaneous responses. The pre and post-test will assist me in assessing any change in the 

students’ perceived experience. 

The Pre and Post-test 

The pre and post-test used in this study were adapted from Lynn Underwood and 

Jeanne Teresi’s Daily Spiritual Experience Scale - DSES. Underwood holds a Ph.D. in 

cancer epidemiology from Queen’s University and is the Senior Research Associate at 

the Inamori International Center for Ethics at Case Western Reserve University.8 Teresi 

holds doctorates in both gerontology and measurements and statistics and he is the 

Administrator and Director of the Research Division of the Hebrew Home at Riverdale 

and a senior research scientist at the Columbia University Stroud Center and Faculty of 

Medicine at New York State Psychiatric Institute.9 The DSES was originally developed 

in the context of an initiative to compose a multidimensional measure of 

spirituality/religiousness that could be effectively used in health studies targeting various 

domains of religiousness/spirituality, funded jointly by the National Institute on Aging of 

the National Institutes of Health and the Fetzer Institute.10 It was designed to measure a 

                                                           
8 Lynn Underwood. http://www.lynnunderwood.com/about/ (accessed February 13, 

2020). 

9 Translational Research Institute of Pain in Later Life. https://tripll.org/faculty/ 

(accessed February 13, 2020). 

10 Lynne G. Underwood, “Ordinary Spiritual Experience: Qualitative Research, 

Interpretive Guidelines, and Population Distribution for the Daily Spiritual Experience 
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person’s perception of God in daily life and his or her perception of his or her interaction 

with or involvement of God in daily life.11 The DSES was designed to assess aspects of a 

day-to-day spiritual experience for an ordinary person, what the researchers characterize 

as “mundane” experiences.12 Since its initial development the DSES has and is being 

used in research, organizational, and clinical settings, to investigate ordinary spiritual 

experiences, such as awe, deep inner peace, giving and receiving compassionate love, and 

feeling thankful for blessings, and their role in daily life.13 The DSES was selected and 

adapted for this project because of its wide-scale use in similar projects and its concept of 

measuring one’s awareness of God in regular day to day experiences, which fit into the 

premise of the study as it seeks to assess how if gratitude could be used to increase one’s 

awareness of God in his/her life.  

The items used in the adapted pre and post-test were developed by the researcher 

to specifically address experiences related to gratitude, for example, “I thank God in the 

                                                           

Scale.” Archive for the Psychology of Religion/ Archiv für Religionspsychologie, Volume 

28, Number 1, 2006, pp. 181-218. 

11Lynne Underwood and Jeanne J. Teresi, “The Daily Spiritual Experience Scale: 

Development, Theoretical Description, Reliability, Exploratory Factor Analysis, and 

Preliminary Construct Validity Using Health Related Data,” Annals of Behavioral 

Medicine vol.24 (1) (2002): 22-33. http://www.dsescale.org/underwoodteresi.pdf 

(accessed September 25, 2018).  

12 Lynne G. Underwood, “Ordinary Spiritual Experience: Qualitative Research, 

Interpretive Guidelines, and Population Distribution for the Daily Spiritual Experience 

Scale.” Archive for the Psychology of Religion/ Archiv für Religionspsychologie, Volume 

28, Number 1, 2006, pp. 181-218. 

13 Daily Spiritual Experience Scale. http://www.dsescale.org/. (accessed September 

25, 2018). 



42 

 

 

midst of daily activities”; “During worship services I feel connected to God and am 

grateful”; “I thank God for my family.” It was created using Survey Monkey and 

administered online. The pre and post-test were taken anonymously. No demographics 

were required. It measured the students’ perceived awareness and expression of gratitude 

for God’s blessings in their daily lives over the eight weeks of the study. 

The pre and post-test included the same 23 items. The items were all stated in the 

positive. They were scored using a modified Likert scale. There were six response 

categories: many times a day, every day, most days, some days, once in a while, and 

never or almost never. It scored so that the lower the score the more frequent the daily 

spiritual experience, eg. many times a day =1 and never or almost never =6. The 

instructions provided stated:  

The list that follows includes items which you may or may not experience, please 

consider how often you directly have this experience, and try to disregard whether 

you feel you should or should not have these experiences.14  

 

The items addressed six aspects of gratitude: God, self, family, community/others, 

suffering, and grace. Each aspect had three assertions: I am grateful for…; I express or 

demonstrate gratefulness for…; and I thank God for… . The six aspects were chosen by 

the researcher because they represent relationships and/or experiences that are 

encountered daily. They also represent aspects of the Christian life that are important to 

                                                           
14 Lynne Underwood and Jeanne J. Teresi, “The Daily Spiritual Experience Scale: 

Development, theoretical description, reliability, exploratory factor analysis, and 

preliminary construct validity using health related data,” Annals of Behavioral Medicine 

vol.24 (1) (2002): 22-33. http://www.dsescale.org/underwoodteresi.pdf (accessed 

September 25, 2018). 
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God. In the Old Testament, The Ten Commandments commanded humanity to be 

obedient to God and to honor their relationship with him, with family and with others. In 

the New Testament, the Greatest Command instructs believers to love God, others, and 

self. In Paul’s letters to the various churches, he teaches, preaches and directs them in 

how to live a life that honors Christ, others and themselves and admonishes them to give 

thanks in all things.  

 Over and over, in scripture, we are presented with the image of someone offering 

thanks to God or being instructed to offer thanksgiving to God. For who He is: “O give 

thanks unto the Lord; for he is good; for his mercy endureth forever” For who we are: “I 

will praise thee; for I am fearfully and wonderfully made: marvelous are thy works.” For 

others: “Therefore I also, after I heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love for all 

the saints, do not cease to give thanks for you, making mention of you in my prayers.”15 

For suffering: “For all things are for your sakes, that grace, having spread through the 

many, may cause thanksgiving to abound to the glory of God.”16 And for His grace: “I 

thank my God always concerning you for the grace of God which was given to you by 

Christ Jesus,”17 Gratitude was identified as the discipline used to facilitate spiritual 

                                                           
15 Eph 1:15-16, NKJV. 

16 2 Cor 4:15, NKJV. 

17 1 Cor 1:4, NKJV. 
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formation in this project because it is an essential part of the life lived for Christ. “In 

everything give thanks: for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus concerning you.”18 

The Participants 

The target number for the study was eight participants. Nine students responded 

to the web recruitment email and took the pre-test. These students volunteered and were 

not randomly selected. The students were all currently enrolled in the Social and 

Behavioral Science Program in the College of Graduate and Professional Studies. 

All of the students who volunteered to participate in the study were female. 

Having not inquired, I cannot give a definite reason why male students did not volunteer. 

There may be a number of reasons. One possibility is that the College of Social and 

Behavioral Science is comprised of Social Work, Sociology, Counseling, Psychology, 

Human Relation, and Criminal Justice programs. Students majoring in these fields are 

preparing to enter graduate school in order to be eligible for licensure as a Social Worker, 

Counselor, or Psychologist. Some may choose to work as case managers, probation 

officers, and family advocates. All of these majors provide a foundation on which 

students are prepared to work in entry-level human service positions. This may include 

work in some ministries within the church. Majors within these programs have 

historically and traditionally had more female students than male students. As a result, 

only 21 of the 100 students invited were male.  

                                                           
18 1 Thess 5:18, KJV. 
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Another reason that may account for all of those that volunteered were female 

might be that women are usually more involved in church or religious activities than are 

men. This is supported by a 2014 Pew Research study. The study found that in the United 

States among Christian women and men: 

Women are more likely than men to say religion is “very important” in their lives 

(60% vs. 47%), according to a 2014 Pew Research Center survey. American 

women also are more likely than American men to say they pray daily (64% vs. 

47%) and attend religious services at least once a week (40% vs. 32%). According 

to media accounts, women so outnumber men in the pews of many U.S. churches 

that some clergy have changed decor, music and worship styles to try to bring 

more men into their congregations.19 

 

A final reason may be that the study was conducted during the summer session 

and many male(?) students may have chosen to make the most of that time of year by 

enjoying family and children that are out of school.  

   Prior to the start of the study one of the students requested to withdraw due to 

other more pressing commitments. Two other students were requested to withdraw during 

the course of the study: one due to illness and the other due to increased demands to 

travel for work. Six students completed the project. 

The Project 

The study was conducted on Sakai, the University’s Learning Management 

System. The study was set up to run similar to an online class. Using this format provided 

students with a vehicle with which they were already familiar. It ran eight weeks 

                                                           
19 “The Gender Gap in Religion around the World,” 

https://www.pewforum.org/2016/03/22/the-gender-gap-in-religion-around-the-world/. 

(accessed February 12, 2020).  
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concurrently with the University’s academic term to decrease the possibility of confusion 

related to dates and timeframes.  

The web recruitment email was sent to 100 online students currently enrolled in 

the Social and Behavioral Science program on June 19, 2019. (See Appendix C). A 

subsequent email was sent on June 26, 2019, due to an error in the first letter. Students 

interested in volunteering were instructed to contact me for a brief interview (Appendix 

C). Those who responded were interviewed and provided with a letter of Informed 

Consent. These interviews were held during Week One which began on July 8, 2019. The 

interviews were completed by phone and followed the interview questions provided in 

Appendix D. The students who completed the interview were sent a follow-up letter 

requesting them to complete the pre-test survey by following the link included in the 

letter. All pre-tests were accessed online via the included link. 

During Weeks 2-7, Students were to focus on one of the six areas of gratitude 

identified in the pre and post-tests: Week 2 – Gratitude to God; Week 3 – Gratitude for 

Self (Who I am in Christ); Week 4 – Gratitude for Family; Week 5 – Gratitude for 

Community and Others; Week 6 –Gratitude for Suffering; and Week 7 – Gratitude for 

God’s Grace.  

Each Monday students were invited to participate in a synchronous devotion. 

Students unable to join the devotion could watch a recording of it later in the week. 

 Students were also introduced to three spiritual exercises with which they were 

unfamiliar and had not practiced previously: The daily Examen, centering prayer, and 

keeping a gratitude journal. Handouts for the spiritual exercises were provided and 
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accessible by clicking the resource link on the project's home page. A weekly scripture 

reference and a recorded song were also provided for use in their personal devotion.  

An asynchronous Count Your Blessings Forum was created, and students were 

encouraged to post to the Count Your Blessings forum at least once a week. The Count 

Your Blessings forum was designed to allow students to share those things that they were 

grateful during the week. Students were also free to contact me by phone or email. 

During Week 8 students were sent an email requesting that they complete the 

post-test online and to contact me to complete an exit interview. All six of the remaining 

students participated in the exit interview. 

The Data Analysis 

 The quantitative portion of this study assessed whether or not there was an 

increase in the students’ awareness of God’s presence in their daily lives in the six 

aforementioned areas during the eight weeks of the study. Using the adapted DSES, 

students were asked to rate how frequently they experienced, expressed and/or thanked 

God in those areas. Students could respond: many times a day; every day, most days, 

some days, once in a while, or almost never or never on a scale of 1 – 6, where 1 is many 

times a day and almost never or never is 6. The lower the score the more frequent the 

experience/expression of gratitude by the student. The mean of each scored item on the 

pre-test was calculated and compared to the calculated mean of each post-test item. 

Anecdotal material was taken from the students’ Count Your Blessings posts and their 

entrance and exit interviews to assess the usefulness of the exercises to their spiritual 
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formation experience. The research sought to examine whether the students expressed 

experience supported the data collected in the pre and post-tests. 

Closing Thoughts 

 It is difficult to measure qualitative responses because it requires that the 

researcher capture the emotions and opinions of the participants. This sort of material is 

highly subjective and does not lend itself easily to objective interpretation. However, the 

students’ level of participation in the Count Your Blessings forum and their interaction 

with one another and myself indicated that the students found great benefit in this aspect 

of the design.  

They appeared to enjoy and look forward to the virtual fellowship using the forum 

to share other aspects of their spiritual life as well as past and present experiences. Within 

the forum there emerged a theme around abandonment by or disconnection from loved 

ones. Yet, within this virtual community, they were drawn to each other and found 

acceptance, support, and encouragement. I found this aspect of the project most 

interesting as it reinforced the idea of the importance of community, belonging, and 

sharing life in the formation process. Having created us as communal beings God desires 

us to live in communion with one another. This aspect of spiritual formation is one that 

may be perceived difficult to develop within an online community, but the students in 

this study appeared to gravitate towards one another, creating within eight weeks a 

community that supported, encouraged and prayed for one another. This observation is 
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supported in research by Maddix and Estep, “Distant and online learning, built on student 

and faculty discussion, has proven to develop community and formation.”20 

The design of this project also allowed for the opportunity to be in a relationship 

with the researcher. This appeared to be just as important as their relationship with each 

other. The students sought to stay engaged with the researcher. They would directly 

address the researcher in the Count your Blessings forum or reach out to the researcher 

outside of the forum to share some part of their week or their experience. All of which 

was permissible in the context of this study. The importance of this relationship is 

supported in a number of research studies on online spiritual formation. 21 

A couple of the students preferred the more individual aspects of the project, 

finding the supplied videos and songs useful in their private devotions. These students too 

would engage in the forum, reporting mainly their experience with the material. These 

students, however, were more likely to reach out to the researcher during the course of 

the week. This I believe supports the need to provide more than one type of experience or 

activity to engage students in the spiritual formation process online. This notion is also 

supported by researchers Maddix and Estep who described: 

                                                           
20 Maddix, Mark and James Riley Estep, “Spiritual Formation in Online Higher 

Education Communities: Nurturing Spirituality in Christian Higher Education Online 

Degree Programs,” Christian Education Journal 7(2) (2010): 423-34.  

21 Sebastian Mahfood, and Sister Paule Pierre Barbeau. 2012, “Emphasizing 

Relationality in Distance Learning: Looking toward Human and Spiritual Formation 

Online,” Seminary Journal 18 (1): 44–51. 

http://search.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.point.edu:2048/login.aspx?direct=true&db=a9h&A

N=87907817&site=eds-live&scope=site.  
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An MA program in Spiritual Formation which is fully online, utilizing web-based 

media such as blogs, journaling, chapel podcasts, mentoring and spiritual 

direction to foster formation in three domains, the inner, outward and corporate 

domains.”22  

 

The data from this project will be examined more closely and analyzed in the next 

chapter.  

 

                                                           
22 Ibid. 



 

51 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4 

THE PROJECT 

 This project was developed on the premise that online spiritual formation 

experiences could be provided to students at Point University through the use of gratitude 

as a spiritual discipline. The Gratitude Project was approved by both the IRB boards of 

Point University and Mercer University.  

The methods used to gather information from this study were pre and post-test 

surveys, pre and post individual interviews and forum group discussions. An adapted 

DSES, (Daily Spiritual Experience Scale)1 was used to gather quantitative data in the pre 

and post-test. The questions on both the pre and post-test were identical. The data from 

the two tests were compared to assess whether or not there was an increased awareness of 

God in the students’ expression and experience of gratitude over the eight weeks of the 

study2. (See Figure 1). The items were scored so that the greater the awareness the lower 

the number.  

                                                           
1 Lynne Underwood, and Jeanne Teresi. “The Daily Spiritual Experience Scale: 

Development, Theoretical Description, Reliability, Exploratory Factor Analysis, and 

Preliminary Construct Validity Using Health Related Data.” Annals of Behavioral 

Medicine vol. 24 (1) (2002): 22-33. http://www.dsescale.org/underwoodteresi.pdf 

(accessed September 25, 2018). 

2 See Appendix E. 
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Figure 1. Changes in Experience and Expression of Gratitude 

The area of family showed the least amount of increase in awareness at 8%. This 

may indicate that prior to the study students had experienced and been aware of God’s 

grace in the support provided to them by their families. This line of thought is supported 

by the fact that that nontraditional students’ ability to return to school is often made 

possible by family members providing financial, emotional support and social support.3 

Non-traditional students often hold down full-time jobs and manage their families while 

going to school. The willingness of family members to pick up some of those 

                                                           
3 Y. Hunter-Johnson, & S. Smith, “Yes. I Need Help! A Day in the Journey of Adult 

Learners Pursuing Higher Education: A Caribbean Perspective,” Commission for 

International Adult Education. 2015. Retrieved from 

http://search.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.point.edu:2048/login.aspx?direct=true&db=eric&A

N=ED570503&site=eds-live&scope=site.  
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responsibilities and to support students’ efforts may be experienced as God’s grace, 

deepening their awareness of his presence and eliciting a response of gratitude. The areas 

of God, self, community/other and grace all showed similar increase at 28%, 27%, 27% 

and 27% respectively. These results may represent the intentional and consistent practice 

of gratitude over the eight weeks of the study and a growing awareness of the presence of 

God at work in their daily experiences in these areas. There, however, was a reported 

42% increase from the pre-test to the post-test as it relates to suffering. This increase may 

be explained in that fact that when one experiences suffering, they may more 

intentionally and intensely seek God’s presence, bringing their suffering to the attention 

of God and trusting that He will respond. We see this time and again in the book of 

Psalms:  

Lord, I have called daily upon You; 

I have stretched out my hands to You. 

Will You work wonders for the dead? 

Shall the dead arise and praise You? Selah 

Shall Your lovingkindness be declared in the grave? 

Or Your faithfulness in the place of destruction? 

Shall Your wonders be known in the dark? 

And Your righteousness in the land of forgetfulness?4 

In my distress I called upon the Lord, and cried unto my God: 

he heard my voice out of his temple, 

and my cry came before him, even into his ears.5 

                                                           
4 Ps 88:10-12, NKJV. 

5 Ps 18:6. 
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Suffering also may cause one to see their own suffering in the light of Christ’s suffering. 

Recognizing that God is mindful of one’s every need and will respond when called, could 

produce an increased level of gratitude in those who are suffering. 

The six areas of gratitude: God, self, family, community/others, suffering, and 

grace were also explored using qualitative data. The qualitative data collected from the 

interview questions and the Count Your Blessings forum was analyzed using in vivo 

coding to identify themes and main concepts. This form of coding was used because it 

uses the students’ own words or phrases as codes. A number of themes emerged that were 

shared by the women in this study: salvation, grace, separation from God, loss/grief, and 

gratitude. The responses from the two students that withdrew from the study are not 

included in this analysis.  

The Interview 

 The interview questions were developed by the researcher.6 Students were 

instructed to answer the questions with as much detail as they were comfortable with and 

that there were no wrong answers. Students were not given a time limit. Selected 

responses are included as they demonstrate recurring themes that were shared by the 

students. 

Why were you interested in participating in this study? 

 

P4: “That it was talking about gratitude and God has been so gracious to me I 

cannot help but return it. Graciousness of God.” 

 

P6: “That it is about being grateful and thankful.” 

 

                                                           
6 See Appendix D. 
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Do you see spiritual formation as an integral part of your Point University Experience? 

 

P1: “Yes, I do. Very much so. It has been about spiritual formation since I came 

to Atlanta Christian College. It has encouraged my spiritual walk and helped me 

to learn more about Christ and community.” 

 

P6: “Yes, has helped to center my life and defined it.” 

 

Have you ever had an experience with God? Explain. 

 

P1: “I didn’t grow up in church. I knew God existed, but I didn’t know God. I had 

joined a church. I was home alone and praying and something happened. I was no 

longer me. No longer me. Holy Spirit had taken over.” 

 

P2: “I was an atheist. I started having supernatural things happen. I would study to 

trip up Christians. One I saw a hand grab my shoulder. I went to church. I walked 

out of the church and got into my car. I felt God spoke to my heart and said He 

said, ‘This is your last chance.” God was real.” 

 

When was the last time you experienced God? Explain. 

 

P6: “Two years ago. Found out was expecting third child. Wasn’t happy. Needed 

God’s guidance for hope and happiness. Leaned on God to walk through it.” 

 

P5: “When my mom passed in 2017 from lung cancer. I needed to talk to 

someone because I did not know what was best for her.” 

 

What is grace? Explain.  

 

P3: “Grace is what God grants to us every day. It is love in spite of our 

shortcomings. His love for us even when we don’t deserve it. 

 

P5: “Being in position when don’t deserve a thing. Another opportunity. To serve 

for God’s glory.” 

 

What is gratitude? Explain. 

 

P6: “Being grateful for everything single thing. Praising and thanking God every 

single thing.” 

 

P4: “Being thankful and humble with what you have and satisfied in the situation 

that you are in.” 
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Do you regularly practice any spiritual exercises? If so, what? 

 

P3: “No, nothing other than prayer.” 

 

P1: “Prayer.” 

 

Have you found spiritual exercises useful in your spiritual development? 

 

P2: “Yes, Maintains connection to God. I tend see more clearly. My faith 

becomes more alive. 

 

P1: “Yes. It strengthens me. Encourages my communication with God. Lifts me 

up, the way that I talk to God and the way that he speaks back to me. I need it in 

my life every day. 

 

Are you willing to try different spiritual exercises? 

 P6: “Definitely, I’m always open for growth.” 

P4: “Very, I desire to grow spiritually.” 

 The interviews with the students and their responses provided a picture of what 

type of student may be interested in participating in a spiritual formation program. 

Besides being all-female, these women shared a number of other qualities. They were all 

committed to spiritual growth and development. They have experienced Point University 

as a place in which their growth is supported and encouraged. They all had some life 

experiences that had challenged their faith. They all recognized that they had been the 

recipients of God’s grace. They all also saw gratitude as a response to God for what he 

has and is doing in their lives.  

Count Your Blessings 

 The Count Your Blessings forum was an asynchronous activity within the project 

set up on the Sakai, learning management system. Students were instructed and 
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encouraged to post at least one thing they were thankful for each week. Each week’s post 

was to be related to the area of focus for the week. These areas of focus were introduced 

during the weekly devotion and supported with a scriptural reference and a recording of a 

song that could be used in their private devotion. 

Week One- God 

 This week’s devotion centered on Jesus’ encounter with the ten lepers in Luke 17. 

The scripture for the week was taken from Psalms 138:1-2, MSG and the song, How 

Great Thou Art.  

P4: “This week started out a little ruff for me, but God is so gracious and kind that 

the storms of emotions that were confusing and giving me trouble has been 

replaced with peace and joy. God is good and worthy of all praise. I pray peace, 

love, and much joy for us all during this season. God bless each of you.” 

 

P3: “I am looking forward to these eight weeks of a journey of getting closer to 

God and showing my gratitude to my Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!! Focusing 

more on God's blessings and my gratefulness to him has helped me feel closer to 

Him this week.” 

  

 This week the students’ postings reflected an intentional focus on this week’s 

topic which was gratitude to God for who He is and what He’s done and a theme of hope. 

Hope in Christ and hope in the journey they were embarking on in participating in this 

project appeared to be the theme. They were taking this experience seriously. Any 

anxiety I had had about their level of participation was quelled. 

Week Two – Self 

 This week’s devotion centered on recognizing that we were created by God, his 

workmanship. The scripture for the week was taken from Psalms 139:13-13, MSG and 

the song, Who Am I. 
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P2: “I have a short testimony on this week's topic that I feel that I need to share. 

I'm a singer/songwriter. Now, don't mistake me I'm not great but my gift is in my 

anointing and the worship I bring - that it blesses others. When I first felt God's 

prompting to start singing in church over a decade ago now, I told him I couldn't, 

because I always considered myself too ugly to have the spotlight. My teeth were 

crooked, and my nose was broken a couple times by my ex and God could find 

better people instead of me to represent him. I was content doing songwriting or 

production or tech stuff. Lol. You know what I heard? Immediately God spoke to 

my heart (and I will never forget this as long as I live), "I gave you my SON's 

nose." Gob smacked! I was absolutely floored. In a single statement God shut up 

my excuses and lifted me up. The best part? This was all long before I discovered 

that I am Jewish. Now, every time I see a depiction of Jesus I go straight to the 

nose.” 

 

P4: “Accepting that God loves me and knows my name was very hard for me in 

the beginning. I thought why when I felt both of my parents and church family 

made me feel like a horrible mistake. Funny thing I really doubted my mother’s 

love for me, she just didn’t know how to love me because I cut her out of my life 

after she didn’t support me when I told her I was molested. I felt like a damaged, 

confused and useless person. The mothers and deaconess at our church at the time 

told me I should be ashamed for speaking up about something like that outside of 

our home. Then it wasn’t good to speak about anything that made the family look 

bad, so I was taken off all duties for the youth. It was not until I reached my 

forties that God began to (or maybe I had reached the place of brokenness) speak 

to me. Imagine my surprise as we were studying the book of Samuel that I began 

to hear Him call my name and I knew it was Him. It still took several more years 

for me to realize that I’m truly important to God and He considers me a friend and 

daughter. I heard a message this week about how the writers of the book of 

Psalms were brutally honest about how they felt, and we have the honor to read 

and study them. That they should sing to our heart and that’s so true… I thank 

God that I get to be encouraged and inspired by each of you. God bless!” 

 

 This week again the students took the topic to heart. As they considered God’s 

mindfulness of them, the care with which he created them, his desire for them to live 

lives of abundance and his intention for their lives, they were also able to offer thanks to 

him for how far he had brought them. They could love themselves because he loved 

them. This week their postings contained the theme, I am loved by God. Their 

willingness to be transparent surprised me. 
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Week Three – Family 

 This week’s devotion centered on love in spite of. The scripture for the week was 

taken from Ephesians 5:19-29 and the song, Give Thanks (with a grateful heart). 

P2: “My biological father came to visit us this week. Let me share how big of a 

deal this is. He lives in Connecticut, and I live in Ohio. I didn't meet him until I 

was an adult. Addiction has pretty well ruled his entire life, and he is currently 

coming off of a two-year bender where I didn't know if he was alive or dead. The 

last time we spoke, he was calling me to tell me that he had ended up in the VA's 

ER and his heart had stopped a couple of times from pneumonia and the DT's. I 

guess something I said from my counseling classes stuck with him on that call, 

and he began psychotherapy at the VA hospital up there. Now his psychiatrist is 

helping him to commit to keeping clean and taking his medication and 

straightening up his life again. He is talking about moving to Ohio to get away 

from his triggers and be near family who will hold him accountable. This 

answered prayer is such a huge blessing, and I know that God is working in this 

situation. I cannot thank or praise God enough!” 

 

P5: “Today if I ever doubted how my family felt about me it was all erased. 

Earlier today I went to the dentist for a cleaning, but they could not proceed due 

to my blood pressure being too high. I called my doctor she told me to rest and 

gave me instructions on what to do if anything changes from now till Monday 

when I see her. I sent this to my family group text and the outpour of what can I 

do for you was overwhelming. Someone came and picked up my daughter so I 

can rest, another one bought me a salad and bananas, and another family member 

bought me a case of water. As I sit and write this up they are checking on me! My 

family like any has its ups and downs, for the most part, we are a family that 

prays and stays together. One thing that stuck out from the reading was 

“Understanding will reach its limit,” if we understand that love never dies, instead 

of trying to understand each other I believe it makes getting over the family 

problems a little easier. I know that week alone I've had to thank my family for 

helping me pray through my sister’s surgery (which was successful). 

 

This week our topic was gratitude for family. They continued to surprise me. 

Their postings are not superficial, in nature, as if they are going through the motions. 

They are not just posting pleasantries and platitudes. They are reaching deep inside their 

own experiences and sharing life-changing testimonies. I am encouraged that they are 
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experiencing this project as a safe place, a place of no judgment. This week, their 

postings seemed centered around the theme God hears and answers prayers. 

Week Four – Community/Others 

 This week’s devotion centered on the responding to the needs of others, we are 

community using Judges 11, the story of Jephthah’s daughter and Luke 10:25-37, the 

Good Samaritan. The scripture for the week was I Corinthians 1:3-6 and the song, 

Thankful. 

P6: “What a blessing to see another day, when we think of the victims of the mass 

shootings this past weekend, I do not take for granted being here for another day 

of new mercy. I really enjoyed the devotional teaching today on community. The 

story in Judges was so powerful, and I thank you for explaining community. I 

think sometimes we think community is bigger or something that is not within our 

reach. Hearing this teaching helped me to see my position in community and how 

I can be a positive and impactful part of community. This week I plan to seek out 

ways to be a blessing to mine.” 

 

P1: “The world needs Jesus now, more than ever. We are living in a fallen world 

where there is so little love and hatred has taken over. I thank God that I have that 

community in my life, a prayer group and church members who really reached out 

to me during a trying time in my life. I have sister and brothers in Christ that I can 

call on when I just need lifting up. Each of these stories have really blessed me 

also this week. My church family has been facing a really tough time this past two 

weeks, as my First Lady fights for her life, but we have come together to stand on 

the word of the Lord. I can say that we have been that community and God has 

been with us. I continue to pray for the families of the violent and senseless 

killing. It is definitely a time for God's people to come together and reach out to 

our lost sisters and brothers.” 

 

This week the nation was rocked by yet another mass shooting. The shooting 

occurred in Dayton, Ohio. A twenty-four-year-old man killed nine and wounded 

seventeen. I am confident that it was no coincidence that it occurred as we were focused 

on community. It allowed us to engage in some discussion around not only our gratitude 



61 

 

 

for our communities and those other than family, but also to consider our role(s) as 

members of a community. The students appeared moved by this week’s devotion. Several 

commented that they had shared it with others and that it had caused them to think 

differently about what community means. This week’s postings reveal a theme of 

serving. 

Week Five – Suffering 

 This week’s devotion centered on hope in suffering using Psalms 23. The week’s 

scripture was Romans 5:3-5 and the song, Thank you, Lord, for all You’ve done for me.  

P5: “Suffering is something that I hate to go through or see anyone go through. 

2017 was my biggest year of suffering and the year I learn to fully trust in the 

Lord. I thought that we had a great bond and that my faith was strong, but this 

year tested my faith in ways most people would have ran from God. Trust me 

there were many times that I asked him why me, and later my payers turned into, 

“Lord I know you got me, do what is in your will and not mine.” That is one of 

the toughest prayers to say during a time of suffering. January, I lost my aunt, a 

month later I found out what we thought was stage 1 lung cancer with my mom 

was stage 4. Two months after that I lost a friend, a month and a half later I lost a 

cousin who I was close to, then on August 19, my mom gained her wing, the 

following month we found out that my grandmother had stage four breast cancer, 

me and the love of my life called it quits and two weeks before Christmas my car 

broke down and I was told it would make more sense to get a new one. That is a 

lot to most people, but I’m blessed that my foundation was set in the Lord before 

my storm or time of suffering hit. In my suffering my relationship with God now 

has me telling the devil to not even try me, because once I send God after him, 

he’s going to run. I used to listen and give into the devil. Now I just laugh and tell 

him how big my God is.” 

 

P:2 “In 2017. Because the Lord ministers to me and through me primarily through 

music and teachings, this song ran constantly in my head all day, every day. 

Without going into too much detail, I was in a Careflight helicopter with my 

dying 3-year-old daughter in the back, and there was this moment that I can still 

recall perfectly when I stopped praying and starting praising God. I remember 

choking the tears back and telling Him, "I am yours. You are mine. Whatever You 

decide to do, I will not stop praising You God. I give my daughter to You." That 

was probably one of the most intense moments of my life. My daughter is 5 now 
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and thriving, like nothing happened. Therapy has helped, but I know I'm looking 

at a beautiful miracle every day.” 

 

This week the topic was suffering. The students continue to share the place where 

Christ has ministered to them. Their postings revealed that they were strong and 

courageous. As they shared testimonies of their suffering, they uncovered and 

rediscovered the strength they had in Christ and how the faith they had in him allowed 

them to thank him and to be hopeful in dark times. This week the theme seemed to be 

centered around trusting God. They continue to amaze me. 

Week Six – Grace 

 This week’s devotion centered on grace and gratitude using Psalms 11:1-10, MSG 

and Ephesians 2:8-10. Our scripture was Ephesians 2:8-9 and the song, Grace and 

Gratitude. 

P6: “God's grace is something that I am forever thankful for. First, he sent his one 

and only son to die for us and to take on our sins. There have been days when I 

haven’t even told him good morning or even a simple thank you for waking me 

up and he still makes sure I make it to and from work without getting into an 

accident, he makes sure my daughter is safe. Rather I ask him to our not the 

second I invited him into my life he has poured his grace on me. I'm thankful he 

loves and looks out for us even when we forget.” 

 

P2: “As for the topic of grace... Wow. What a huge thing to consider and meditate 

over. Can I share my thoughts tonight? A.W. Tozer, (and I'm paraphrasing) when 

speaking of the immensity and omnipresence of God said to think about 

everything you know: all knowledge, everything that exists or has ever existed, 

everything ever conceived or dreamt of, and picture it all fitting inside a bucket of 

water. Now throw that bucket into the middle of the ocean. The ocean represents 

God, but God is indeed even bigger. His grace extends that far and beyond. That 

is incomprehensible to me. I have certainly messed up, and I have my struggles, 

even current. I do not  deserve grace, yet there it is. It's not a get-out-of-jail-free 

card either, which is so cheap. Instead, when I look at God's grace in my life, and 

what that looks like, and when I experience gratitude toward grace, it produces 

such a profound humbleness in my heart. I'll be the first to admit when someone 
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asks me what grace is, I have the standard definition at the ready: “Grace is God's 

unmerited favor.” We all know at the end of the day though, that if you were to 

really try to explain it, you can't. At least I can't. We can talk all day about it and 

still not even begin to describe a single drop of water in the bucket sitting at the 

bottom of the ocean that is God and His Grace. Wow.” 

  

This is the final week. The topic for this week was God’s grace. The students’ 

posts continue to reveal their heart for God. This week their posts acknowledged the 

favor He has shown them and their recognition that they have done nothing to deserve it. 

Their posts are pictures of humility that can only exist when one understands who they 

are in the light of who Christ is. This week the theme seems to be God’s grace abounds. 

Although designated as a place to post their blessings, the students in this study 

began to share life together on the Count Your Blessings forum. Besides posting the 

things they were grateful for: they also posted prayer requests; they shared books and 

songs; invited one another to engage in additional online bible studies, encouraged each 

other in their academic journey and celebrated each other’s praise reports.  This may be 

evidence that the focus on gratitude may have precipitated an increased awareness in 

other areas of their spiritual journey. One of the students who had experienced church 

hurt and had not belonged to a church in years found and joined a church while in the 

study. Another student in response to the community week began to volunteer in her 

community with the homeless. A number of the students reported sharing the devotions 

and resources with others and their own small groups at church.  

 The women who volunteered for this study did so for a variety of reasons. For 

most, their primary expressed reason was that the topic was of interest to them. As we 

proceeded in the study, however, it was clear that they all were clearly seeking a more 
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intimate relationship with God, the God who had saved them, comforted them, protected 

them, forgave them, and loved them. This God of amazing and abounding grace who had 

done in their lives what no one else could do. These women were already thankful and 

grateful. They came seeking more: more grace, more faith, more of him, and what they 

already knew of him. They came not only seeking to be blessed by the experience but to 

also be a blessing to others. They shared their experiences, their passion, and their heart 

for Christ. They freely encouraged one another and stood in prayer for one another. They 

also shared their response to the devotions and spiritual exercises that were part of the 

study. 

Response to Spiritual Exercises 

Prior to their participation in the study most of the students had not practiced any 

spiritual exercise(s) other than prayer. During the study they were given a weekly 

devotion and also introduced to Ignatius’ Examen,7 centering prayer8 and keeping a 

gratitude journal.9 They were also provided handouts for each of these exercises to use as 

a reference. Their responses to the introduced exercises were positive and, as they were 

not mandatory, all of the students did not try all of the exercises. It appears from their 

responses that they found the devotionals most helpful. Examples: “thank you for giving 

a great devotion this morning … and for the opportunity to do some “heart surgery.” 

                                                           
7 See Appendix F. 

8 See Appendix G. 

9 See Appendix H. 
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“Thank you for an inspirational devotion and time to share our experiences with others.” 

“I really appreciate the devotion this week.” “This week was a great devotional and today 

if I ever doubted how my family felt about me it was all erased.” “I had to get on here 

and just thank the Lord for the devotion this week. It was so powerful and incredibly 

timely for what is happening nationally.” Their responses to the devotions may be 

attributed to the relational nature of the devotions. During the devotions, I often included 

personal experiences or anecdotal stories that allowed them to see me and know my heart 

for God and for them. I used inclusive terms us and we to demonstrate that whatever the 

topic is, it applies to all of us. Even if they watched the devotional recording, they would 

still get to know me and to connect to what was being present in a more personal way. A 

number of researchers have emphasized the importance of the teacher-student 

relationship in online learning. This is also identified as an aspect of the Pauline Epistles; 

Paul’s letters allowed the various congregations to feel connected to him. He habitually 

shared not only biblical doctrines but also his own experiences and failings. Amusang 

notes that Paul often used personalizing strategies to connect to his audience.10 This 

seemed to be useful in the weekly devotions. 

                                                           
10 Annang. Asumang, “Fostering Spiritual Formation at a Distance: Review of the 

Current Debates, and a Biblically Grounded Proposal for Maximizing its Effectiveness as 

Part of Ministerial Formation.” Conspectus: (The Journal of South African Theological 

Seminary)Vol. 22, Oct. 2016. 

http://eds.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.point.edu:2048/eds/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=1&sid=

6dcdfbb7-36cb-469b-8af8-4b9ddb98ea97%40sessionmgr104 (Accessed September 1, 

2018). 
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The centering prayer appeared to be another exercise that multiple students found 

helpful. Examples: “I also am grateful for the centered prayer that we learned, and I will 

be using that more often. It is very soothing.” “This type of prayer seems to combat that 

distraction that I get caught on often. I can now see why it's called the "center prayer." I 

think I would like to adopt this more into my daily life.” Given that prayer was the only 

exercise most of them were familiar with, it may have been easier for them to incorporate 

into what the already knew.  

There was some mention by students of the usefulness of the Ignatian Daily 

Examen and journaling. Examples: “I've been incredibly blessed this week, especially by 

the Ignatius Daily Examen [sic].” “I have been practicing an attitude of gratitude all 

week, through praise songs, journaling things I am grateful for and reading scripture to 

help me understand the importance of being grateful.” These exercises are not as familiar 

to the students and they may not feel completely comfortable or competent in using them.  

Strengths and Weaknesses of the Methodology 

The major strength of this project lies in the University’s desire to support the 

study and to provide a platform for the research. Knowing that Point University is 

supportive of the efforts to find ways to meet the spiritual formation needs of online 

students is a plus in addition to allowing the use of Sakai as a platform for this project. 

The project would have been much more difficult to accomplish without its support. The 

second strength of the project is the spiritual foundation that is outlined in Point’s 

mission, “to educate students for Christ-centered service and leadership throughout the 

world.” And its vision, “To be the college of choice for students seeking a Christian 
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learning community that is academically challenging, spiritually vibrant and globally 

engaged.”11 Another strength of the project is that using volunteers assured that the 

participants were interested in their spiritual formation.  

A major weakness of the study is the quasi-experiment model in that there is no 

control group. The time of year that the study was conducted was also a weakness. The 

study occurred during the summer session and some students who may have participated 

in the study were not enrolled during the summer session. A second weakness of the 

study is that being online it is susceptible to the finicky nature of technology and the 

participants’ level of comfort using technology. Another weakness is the subjective 

nature of the study is dependent on the self-report of participants who may be motivated 

to “say” the right thing. Lastly, the number of students who participated can be seen as a 

weakness. Such a small number does not make a strong argument for the validity of the 

findings.  

Closing Thoughts 

The results of this study are encouraging. They suggest that spiritual formation 

can be provided online, that gratitude can be used as a spiritual discipline to facilitate the 

formation process, and that those participating are able to develop a greater awareness of 

God in their daily life. This was demonstrated in their application of what they learned to 

their personal practices and their relationships with Christ and others. The quantitative 

                                                           
11 Point.edu, “Goals,” https://point.edu/about/goals/, (accessed July 15, 2018). 
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data supports that assertion and demonstrates an increase in awareness of God in all 

aspects measured using the discipline of gratitude.  

So, what is next? Is this project something that the University may be invested in 

implementing? Would it work best as a class or as a component of online student life that 

is offered to all enrolled online students? If a class would students have to pay for it? If a 

component of online student life, could it be provided to students at no charge? There 

were a lot of elements to this project: devotion, exercises, forums, scripture, and songs. 

Would incorporating aspects of it into each course be more feasible? Would developing 

online life groups be a way to get started? Considerations for these questions will be 

explored in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS 

The Gratitude Project was designed to provide an online spiritual formation 

experience for students at Point University. Using a one group quasi-experimental design, 

students’ awareness of God’s presence in their day-to-day life using the spiritual 

discipline of gratitude was examined over an eight-week period. The goal was to see if 

spiritual formation experiences could be provided for and supported to online students. 

The results of the pre and post-test administered during the project and the qualitative 

data gathered from the students’ subjective responses on the Count Your Blessings forum 

indicate that students grew spiritually during the experience. Spiritual formation 

experiences can be provided and supported online.  

The pre and post-test show an increase in the students’ awareness of God’s 

presence in their experience and expression of gratitude.1 Their subjective responses 

demonstrate the development and participation in community with one another without 

the benefit of face-to-face interaction. They prayed with and for one another, shared life 

events, encouraged each other’s walks, and celebrated each other’s accomplishments. 

They willingly embraced the idea of trying new spiritual practices and reported finding 

the practices they tried to be helpful. Students participating in the Gratitude Project also 

                                                           
1 For Pre-test results from Survey Monkey see Appendix I. For Post-test results from 

Survey Monkey see Appendix J. 
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sought opportunities to serve within their local churches and shared the devotions and 

practices they learned with others. One student who, prior to the study, had been 

disconnected from a local assembly found a new resolve to rejoin with a church. One 

student felt called to volunteer with the homeless within her community. Another of the 

students experienced the transition of her Pastor’s wife during the project. The other 

women wrapped their virtual arms around her. They checked on her, prayed for her and 

with her, and offered words of comfort after she had passed. These women also 

encouraged me. They made suggestions of other experiences that may be considered as a 

part of an online spiritual formation program. One I had not considered was online 

service projects.  

I found that the students who were participants in this project experienced a 

greater awareness of God’s presence. This was seen in their reflections of past and 

present encounters in which they were able to identify God’s hand in their situation and 

their recognition that they are recipients of His grace. It was also seen in their response of 

gratitude for these encounters. 

I observed that the students recognized the role their salvation experience played 

in their understanding of who God is and what he has done and is doing in their life. This 

was seen in many of their posts that referenced Christ’s work on the cross and their 

confession of faith. It was found that the students understood that it was through their 

faith in Christ the crucified and risen Christ that their sins had been forgiven and that they 

had been born again. 
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I observed that in response to the experience students articulated an increased 

commitment to be the hands and feet of Christ. One of the students rejoined a church. 

Another of the students took the initiative to volunteer to serve the homeless population 

in her community. It was also seen in their expressed desire to not only be the recipients 

of grace but also the givers of grace in as much as several forgave those that had wronged 

them.  

I also observed that in response to this project students demonstrated an increased 

connection to Point University as a place that nurtured their spiritual formation. This was 

seen in their excitement and commitment to the project and the process. It was seen in 

their expressed desire that the opportunity would be extended to other students. And, 

most clearly, it was seen in the community that was developed over the eight weeks of 

the project. 

If spiritual formation is like the four-legged stool metaphor that Hinson described 

as “what one is experiencing, how one is understanding the experience in light of her or 

his faith tradition, how one’s relationships and actions have changed, and to what 

institution one is living in response,”2 then the experience of these students in the 

Gratitude Project is spiritual formation, but not only spiritual formation. It is ministry. 

Implications for Point University 

So, what’s next? The University’s “High Tech, High Touch” approach to online 

programming lends itself well to building a spiritual formation program that is online-

                                                           
        2 E. Glenn Hinson, Spiritual Formation for Christian Leadership (Nashville: Upper Room Books, 1999), 
ch. 5. 
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specific. The elements of providing a safe and vibrant community, an active online 

presence by the instructors, ongoing interactions with students, the use of multi-media 

formats and familiarity with technology are already present.  

The students’ responses to the Gratitude Project suggest it was beneficial to their 

spiritual formation. The components of the program could easily be developed into a 

standalone spiritual formation program or parts of it could be included in existing 

courses.  

As a component of existing courses, I have a couple of thoughts based on the 

students’ responses and experiences within the project. One is that a Prayer and Praise 

chatroom could be established much like the Count Your Blessings forum. I found that 

the students made good use of the one within the project. It also seemed to facilitate a 

sense community and helped to build relationships with other students outside of the 

academics. A second possibility would be to require instructors to post a weekly recorded 

video devotion. It allows the students to experience the instructor as invested in their 

spiritual formation, not only their academic progress. The students in this project had an 

enthusiastic response to the devotions and often shared them with others. 

If Point University is to establish a spiritual formation program that is online 

specific it would ensure that online students would have access to spiritual formation 

programming comparable to that of a traditional student. It would also align with the 

Spiritual Formation program’s focus of, “integrating faith into every discipline, providing 
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spiritual formation opportunities and taking faith into the workplace.”3 The Gratitude 

Project demonstrated that these experiences are possible in these ways: by providing 

students a spiritual discipline on which to focus, by inciting students to explore and 

examine their understanding of biblical tenets through weekly devotions that show the 

instructor as a partner in spiritual formation, by allowing room for self-discovery through 

the sharing of stories and through the practice of spiritual exercises. The project showed 

that focusing on gratitude as a discipline was helpful in producing a broader depth of 

spiritual formation for online students.  

Establishing such a program or integrating it into already existing programming 

will require, however, that faculty also be committed to the spiritual formation of 

students. As a standalone program, it will require the development of a curriculum and 

the designation of staff to fill the role of facilitators. Faculty familiar and unfamiliar with 

spiritual exercises may also require some training in order to assist students in using these 

exercises online. The door has just been open to the possibilities. 

My hope when I started this project was that the results would lay a foundation 

for the establishment of a spiritual formation program that offered a variety of formative 

spiritual experiences centered around gratitude to online students at Point University. 

This project demonstrates that it is possible.  

 

 

                                                           
3 Point.edu, “Spiritual Formation,” https://point.edu/student-experience/spiritual-

formation/, (accessed July 15, 2018).  
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Implication for Students 

The Gratitude Project provided an opportunity for the participants to stretch their 

faith. This was seen most clearly during Week Four, following the mass shooting in 

Dayton, when students considered not only their experience as being recipients of the 

grace of others, but also the need to be active in their role as members of their own 

communities (faith, school, friendships, localities). During that week the students 

explored opportunities they had to mirror Christ in relationships outside of their families.  

The women who volunteered were strangers to each other, but no stranger to 

Christ. Most had been walking with Christ for a while and all had encountered some 

bumps in the road. They had various reasons for volunteering for the project, but all had a 

desire to grow their faith. Any doubts I had on the feasibility of the study were quelled by 

the students’ active participation in the process.  

The exit interview inquiries regarding the future of the project were an indication 

that the objective was met. In their exit interviews students expressed gratitude for having 

taken part in the study. They were able to share how the experiences had encouraged their 

walk, strengthened their faith and increased their awareness of the presence of God in 

their daily life. One student responded: 

“I have truly been blessed by our adventure. As always, the devotional was 

amazing and inspirational. I am going to miss everyone. I am so grateful that God 

opened the door for this project and allowing us to share our hearts, hurts, and 

victories in the Lord. I can’t speak for everyone, but I truly needed this… 

reminders of God’s grace, mercy, and great love for us no matter where we find 

ourselves in life really helps. May God bless each of us on our amazing journey in 

God.” 
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“It's pretty awesome to think that Shirley put herself out there to walk down our 

path with us over the past little while, but we have also become a small part of her 

journey as well. This has blessed me. I hate to give it up… I feel like her being 

transparent over the past six weeks has let me see how she is so much more than 

just a professor at school. I am appreciative of all of you sharing your hearts with 

the group.” 

 

“Thank you. I too am forever grateful for God's grace. It is amazing how the 

stories (testimonies) of others have the power to heal, help and encourage. That's 

one of the reasons that sharing life, is so important to the body of Christ. We are 

reminded not only that we are not alone, but also that God is at work in the lives 

of others. What He can do for others, He can do for us. Thank you again. Peace 

and Blessings” 

 

They also had lots of questions about the future of the project and whether or not 

it would continue. They asked if there was anyone they could call or if they could write 

letters in support of the project. Several of them are due to graduate soon and voiced 

regret that if a program was implemented that they would not be able to participate in it. 

They, however, expressed a desire to see other students have the opportunity they had 

had. Their response to the project was encouraging.  

The inclusion of a spiritual formation program, groups or courses for online 

students would support students’ spiritual growth and development. I have discovered 

and continue to discover in my work at Point University that the students who enroll at 

Point do so with much intention. They choose Point University because it is a Christian 

university. If that was not so, they could go anywhere. That, for me, indicates that their 

faith plays a significant role in their life. They come with expectations not just to learn, 

but to grow spiritually and to be supported in their spiritual growth. 

It would provide a sense of community among the students and build bridges that 

transcend geographical location. I have found both through teaching and being a student, 
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that going to school as an adult can be a challenge. The ability to share both one’s faith 

walk and the inherent challenges of being a student can provide support and 

encouragement for the journey. 

Spiritual formation programming would encourage greater connectedness not 

only to the Point community but also to their local assembly and communities. I have 

seen in this project how being active in the project incited the students to share what they 

were experiencing and learning with members of their local church and to become joined 

to a local church. I had not considered this benefit prior to the study. 

Online spiritual formation could also provide an opportunity for student-led 

virtual life groups and participation in online service projects. These possibilities were 

actually generated by the students when asked in the exit interview what would you 

change or add. I was excited to see that they were open to expanding what had been 

offered during the project. I had had concerns that the project may have required too 

much of them in terms of time and commitment. These responses increased my 

awareness of just how invested they were in their spiritual formation journey even if it 

takes place in a virtual environment.  

Including a mentorship component may also provide students with someone to 

walk alongside and provide a lifeline during crises of faith. It is my belief that not unlike 

the relationship between Paul and Timothy, having a mentor provides accountability, 

support, encouragement, and instructions. It would assure the students that they are not 

walking alone and, also, would allow students to engage in a positive reciprocal 

relationship where authenticity, transparency, and genuineness are givens. In retrospect, 
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the possibilities for student spiritual growth and maturity via online spiritual formation 

appears hopeful. 

The provision of online spiritual formation is not the answer to all of the 

challenges of online students, but at a Christian university, it is another way that the 

university can be responsive to the whole person. 

Suggestions for Further Study 

There are still many questions left to answer in this discussion on how to best 

provide spiritual formation to online Christian students. The discussion is only about 

twenty years old and it will take time, and trial and error to assess what works best in 

what context. As universities begin to look at the future interface between technology, 

theology, and pedagogy/andragogy, there are sure to be more questions about its 

appropriateness, its effectiveness, its alignment with biblical tenets, university missions, 

as well as faculty preparedness.  

In light of the limited number included in the study, I question whether the data is 

sufficient to support Point University considering its adoption in whole or in part. A 

larger study group may be needed before any systematic changes are considered or made. 

I question whether or not spiritual formation is best provided as a requirement for online 

students or as an option. Further studies may also be needed in this area. I also believe 

that further study may be needed in regard to providing spiritual formation programming 

to the male student body and /or are there gender differences that need to be considered 

when providing spiritual formation to an online student body? 
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After the Gratitude Project 

A few weeks after the study ended, I received a call from one of the participants 

asking if my life group was online. I was caught off guard and a little confused. So, I 

explained that the study was over. She asserted that she was not talking about the study, 

she was referring to the life group I was leading on the book of Esther. I explained that 

that group was at my church and that particular group was over. I asked how she found 

out about the group. She said that she had googled me and had found it online. She said 

she had wanted to continue growing in her faith. Unfortunately, the life groups at my 

church are not online and she does not live within close proximity to the church.  

This phone call caught me by surprise and encouraged me. I had no idea that the 

classes I lead at church were able to be googled. But, more importantly, that the project 

could affect a student in such a way that they would seek to continue the journey with me 

outside of the context of the school environment. It demonstrated to me the possible need 

for both mentorship and ongoing online spiritual formation experiences like virtual life 

groups. 

As I was writing this last chapter, I received an email from another one of the 

participants. I received her permission to share it. 

Greetings Professor! 

 

I have had some time this week to stop and reflect (since the littles are all sick) 

and if I may bring up something completely not related to my courses - I have 

realized that I am going to graduate soon. My last classes are over the summer 

semester and I will walk in December. In the time that I have been at Point, I have 

been inspired to improve my life in several ways: physically, spiritually, mentally, 

academically, and thanks to your gratitude study, civically.  
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Because my time here is quickly drawing to a close, I wanted to reach out to you 

and ask if you have had any progress in developing online spiritual formation 

groups? I think your idea was fantastic, and I wanted to offer you my assistance if 

you would need it with anything. I may not be physically present on campus, but 

perhaps I could offer you my testimony of how God directed me to the homeless 

shelter and how the group empowered me to take that step. I could also write 

letters of recommendation for developing a program or help with anything you 

may need.  

 

Psalm 23:6 says that surely goodness and mercy shall follow me, and as I leave 

Point, I wish to leave something in my wake that reflects the experiences God has 

led me  through. So, if I can help you in any way to give the classes that follow the 

same opportunities that I had in your Gratitude program, please let me help. I 

believe that students who go through the experiential groups will have a level of 

enrichment to their education that will ultimately make Point Online stand out and 

exemplary of its higher calling in academia.  

 

Blessings, 

 

Closing Thoughts 

The Gratitude Project has demonstrated that in the context in which it was tested a 

spiritual formation experience can be provided to online students. The limited number of 

participants in the project means that the validity and the transferability of the project to 

other environments need further study. Yet, to the women who participated in the 

Gratitude Project, it made a difference. And for that, they reported being grateful.  

I began this project cautiously optimistic. I was driven by a concern that online 

students were missing a piece of what makes Christian education unique, the ability to 

grow their faith, stretch out on God and participate in experiences that would lead to 

Christian maturity that they would not have in secular universities. Having worked in 

both the University’s Traditional and ACCESS programs, I have seen how transformative 

spiritual formation can be for students. I had hoped that the Gratitude Project could 
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provide similar experiences to the online students who participated in it. I believed that it 

could. I did not know, however, if I could. But God did what only he could. He took six 

women and eight weeks and laid the foundation for something bigger.  
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APPENDIX D 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS1 

1.) What interested you about this study? 

2.) Do you see spiritual formation as an integral part of your Point University 

experience? 

 

3.) Have you ever had an experience with God? Explain. 

4.) When was the last time you experienced God? Discuss. 

5.) What is gratitude? Discuss 

6.) What is grace? Discuss 

7.) Do you regularly practice any spiritual exercises? 

8.) Have you found these exercises useful in your spiritual development? 

9.) Are you open to trying different spiritual exercises? 

10.) Are you able to commit to the full eight-week study? 

 

                                                           
1 These questions were developed by the researcher. 
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APPENDIX E 

 

PRE AND POST SURVEY1 

 

The list that follows includes items which you may or may not experience, please 

consider how often you directly have this experience, and try to disregard whether you 

feel you should or should not have these experiences2. 

 

 Many 

times a 

day 

Everyday Most 

days 

Some 

days 

Once in 

a while 

Never or 

almost 

never 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 6  

I am aware of 

the presence of 

God 

       

I experience the 

presence of God 

       

I thank God for 

His presence 

       

During worship 

or other times I 

am connected to 

God I feel 

grateful 

       

                                                           

      1 I have developed the survey questions. The scale has been adapted from Lynne 

Under wood and Jeanne Teresi’s Daily Spiritual Experience Scale. For survey results see 

Appendix I for pre-test and Appendix J for post-test. 

 

      2 Lynne Underwood and Jeanne Teresi, J. “The Daily Spiritual Experience Scale: 

Development, theoretical description, reliability, exploratory factor analysis, and 

preliminary construct validity using health related data,” Annals of Behavioral Medicine 

vol.24 (1) (2002): 22-33. http://www.dsescale.org/underwoodteresi.pdf (accessed 

September 25, 2018). 
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I thank God in 

the midst of 

daily activities 

       

I am grateful for 

who I am/my life 

       

I express or 

demonstrate 

gratefulness for 

who I am/my life 

       

I thank God for 

who I am/my life 

       

I am grateful for 

my family 

       

I express or 

demonstrate my 

gratitude to my 

family. 

       

I thank God for 

my family. 

       

I am grateful for 

people other than 

family that are in 

my life. 

       

I express or 

demonstrate my 

gratefulness to 

others. 

       

I thank God for 

the people he has 

placed in my 

life. 

       

I grateful for the 

community (ies) 

of which I am 

apart. 

       

I express or 

demonstrate my 
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gratefulness for 

being part of 

community. 

I thank God for 

my community 

       

I am grateful in 

times of 

suffering. 

       

I express or 

demonstrate my 

gratefulness in 

suffering 

       

I thank God for 

my suffering 

       

I am grateful for 

God’s grace 

       

I express or 

demonstrate by 

gratefulness for 

God’s grace 

       

I thank God for 

his grace 
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APPENDIX F 

 

INSTRUCTIONS FOR THE DAILY EXAMEN 

 

1. Become aware of God’s presence. Look back on the events of the day in the 

company of the Holy Spirit. The day may seem confusing to you—a blur, a jumble, a 

muddle. Ask God to bring clarity and understanding. 

2. Review the day with gratitude. Gratitude is the foundation of our relationship 

with God. Walk through your day in the presence of God and note its joys and delights. 

Focus on the day’s gifts. Look at the work you did, the people you interacted with. What 

did you receive from these people? What did you give them? Pay attention to small 

things—the food you ate, the sights you saw, and other seemingly small pleasures. God is 

in the details. 

3. Pay attention to your emotions. One of St. Ignatius’s great insights was that we 

detect the presence of the Spirit of God in the movements of our emotions. Reflect on the 

feelings you experienced during the day. Boredom? Elation? Resentment? Compassion? 

Anger? Confidence? What is God saying through these feelings? 

God will most likely show you some ways that you fell short. Make note of these sins and 

faults. But look deeply for other implications. Does a feeling of frustration perhaps mean 

that God wants you consider a new direction in some area of your work? Are you 

concerned about a friend? Perhaps you should reach out to her in some way. 

4. Choose one feature of the day and pray from it. Ask the Holy Spirit to direct 

you to something during the day that God thinks is particularly important. It may involve 

a feeling—positive or negative. It may be a significant encounter with another person or a 

vivid moment of pleasure or peace. Or it may be something that seems rather 

insignificant. Look at it. Pray about it. Allow the prayer to arise spontaneously from your 

heart—whether intercession, praise, repentance, or gratitude. 

5. Look toward tomorrow. Ask God to give you light for tomorrow’s challenges. 

Pay attention to the feelings that surface as you survey what’s coming up. Are you 

doubtful? Cheerful? Apprehensive? Full of delighted anticipation? Allow these feelings 

to turn into prayer. Seek God’s guidance. Ask him for help and understanding. Pray for 

hope. 
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CENTERING PRAYER 
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APPENDIX H 

 

WEEKLY GRATITUDE JOURNAL 

 

Take a minute at the end of the day to note 

a couple of things you are grateful for and 

an action you will take in response to your 

gratefulness. 

Sunday ___________ 

1. _______________________ 

_______________________ 

2. _______________________ 

_______________________ 

3. _______________________ 

_______________________ 

Monday____________ 

1. --_____________________ 

_______________________ 

2. _______________________ 

_______________________ 

3. _______________________ 

4. _______________________ 

Tuesday ____________ 

1. _______________________ 

_______________________ 

2. _______________________ 

_______________________ 

3. _______________________ 

_______________________ 

Wednesday ____________ 

1. _______________________ 

_______________________ 

2. _______________________ 

_______________________ 

3. _______________________ 

_______________________ 

Thursday____________ 

1. ________________________ 

________________________ 

2. ________________________ 

________________________ 

3. ________________________ 

________________________ 

Friday __________________ 

1. _______________________ 

_______________________ 

2. _______________________ 

_______________________ 

3. _______________________ 

_______________________ 

Saturday _____________ 

1. _______________________ 

_______________________ 

2. _______________________ 

_______________________ 

3. _______________________ 

_______________________ 
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THE USE OF GRATITUDE AS A SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINE IN THE 

SPIRITUAL FORMATION OF ONLINE STUDENTS AT POINT 

UNIVERSITY 

 

Do you agree to participate in the survey? 
 Answered: 9  

 Skipped: 0 
Yes, start the 

survey 

No, stop the 

survey 

0%10%20%30%40%50%60%70%80%90%100% 

ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES 

Yes, start the survey 100.00% 

9 

No, stop the survey 0.00% 

0 

TOTAL 9 

 

Pre-Test Survey questions and responses1 

  MANY 

TIMES A 

DAY1 

EVERYDA

Y2 

MOST 

DAYS3 

SOME 

DAYS4 

ONCE IN 

A 

WHILE5 

NEVER 

OR 

ALMOST 

NEVER6 

TOT

AL 

WEIGHT

ED 

AVERAG

E 

I am aware 

of the 

presence of 

God 

62.50% 

5 

37.50% 

3 

0.00% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

  

8 

  

1.38 

I experience 

the presence 

of God 

37.50% 

3 

25.00% 

2 

25.00% 

2 

12.50% 

1 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

  

8 

  

2.13 

I thank God 

for His 

presence 

37.50% 

3 

37.50% 

3 

25.00% 

2 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

  

8 

  

1.88 

During 

worship or 

25.00% 

2 

25.00% 

2 

50.00% 

4 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0.00

% 

  

8 

  

2.25 

                                                           
1 https://www.surveymonkey.com/results/SM-M3TX8285V/ 

 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/results/SM-M3TX8285V/
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  MANY 

TIMES A 

DAY1 

EVERYDA

Y2 

MOST 

DAYS3 

SOME 

DAYS4 

ONCE IN 

A 

WHILE5 

NEVER 

OR 

ALMOST 

NEVER6 

TOT

AL 

WEIGHT

ED 

AVERAG

E 

other times I 

am 

connected to 

God I feel 

grateful 

0 0 

I thank God 

in the midst 

of daily 

activities 

50.00% 

4 

50.00% 

4 

0.00% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

  

8 

  

1.50 

I am grateful 

for who I 

am/my life 

50.00% 

4 

25.00% 

2 

25.00% 

2 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

  

8 

  

1.75 

I express or 

demonstrate 

gratefulness 

for who I 

am/my life 

25.00% 

2 

37.50% 

3 

25.00% 

2 

12.50% 

1 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

  

8 

  

2.25 

I thank God 

for who I 

am/my life 

25.00% 

2 

50.00% 

4 

12.50% 

1 

12.50% 

1 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

  

8 

  

2.13 

I am grateful 

for my 

family 

62.50% 

5 

37.50% 

3 

0.00% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

  

8 

  

1.38 

I express or 

demonstrate 

my gratitude 

to my family. 

25.00% 

2 

50.00% 

4 

25.00% 

2 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

  

8 

  

2.00 

I thank God 

for my 

family. 

25.00% 

2 

62.50% 

5 

12.50% 

1 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

  

8 

  

1.88 

I am grateful 

for people 

other than 

family that 

are in my 

life. 

50.00% 

4 

37.50% 

3 

12.50% 

1 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

  

8 

  

1.63 

I express or 

demonstrate 

my 

37.50% 

3 

62.50% 

5 

0.00% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

  

8 

  

1.63 
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  MANY 

TIMES A 

DAY1 

EVERYDA

Y2 

MOST 

DAYS3 

SOME 

DAYS4 

ONCE IN 

A 

WHILE5 

NEVER 

OR 

ALMOST 

NEVER6 

TOT

AL 

WEIGHT

ED 

AVERAG

E 

gratefulness 

to others. 

I thank God 

for the 

people he has 

placed in my 

life. 

25.00% 

2 

62.50% 

5 

12.50% 

1 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

  

8 

  

1.88 

I am grateful 

for the 

community 

(ies) of 

which I am 

apart. 

12.50% 

1 

62.50% 

5 

12.50% 

1 

0.00% 

0 

12.50

% 

1 

0.00

% 

0 

  

8 

  

2.38 

I express or 

demonstrate 

my 

gratefulness 

for being part 

of 

community. 

0.00% 

0 

37.50% 

3 

37.50% 

3 

12.50% 

1 

12.50

% 

1 

0.00

% 

0 

  

8 

  

3.00 

I thank God 

for my 

community 

0.00% 

0 

50.00% 

4 

25.00% 

2 

12.50% 

1 

12.50

% 

1 

0.00

% 

0 

  

8 

  

2.88 

I am grateful 

in times of 

suffering. 

12.50% 

1 

50.00% 

4 

0.00% 

0 

37.50% 

3 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

  

8 

  

2.63 

I express or 

demonstrate 

gratefulness 

in times of 

suffering 

0.00% 

0 

62.50% 

5 

12.50% 

1 

25.00% 

2 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

  

8 

  

2.63 

I thank God 

for my times 

of suffering 

0.00% 

0 

62.50% 

5 

25.00% 

2 

12.50% 

1 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

  

8 

  

2.50 

I am grateful 

for God’s 

grace 

75.00% 

6 

25.00% 

2 

0.00% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

  

8 

  

1.25 

I express or 

demonstrate 

by 

12.50% 

1 

50.00% 

4 

37.50% 

3 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

  

8 

  

2.25 
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  MANY 

TIMES A 

DAY1 

EVERYDA

Y2 

MOST 

DAYS3 

SOME 

DAYS4 

ONCE IN 

A 

WHILE5 

NEVER 

OR 

ALMOST 

NEVER6 

TOT

AL 

WEIGHT

ED 

AVERAG

E 

gratefulness 

for God’s 

grace 

I thank God 

for His grace 

50.00% 

4 

50.00% 

4 

0.00% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

  

8 

  

1.50 
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POST-TEST SURVEY MONKEY DATA RESULTS 
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THE USE OF GRATITUDE AS A SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINE IN THE 

SPIRITUAL FORMATION OF ONLINE STUDENTS AT POINT 

UNIVERSITY 
 

Q1w 

Do you agree to participate in the survey? 
 Answered: 6  

 Skipped: 0 
Yes, start the 

survey 

No, stop the 

survey 

0%10%20%30%40%50%60%70%80%90%100% 

ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES 

Yes, start the survey 100.00% 

6 

No, stop the survey 0.00% 

0 

TOTAL 6 

 

Post-test Survey questions and responses1 

 
  MANY 

TIMES A 

DAY1 

EVERYD

AY2 

MOST 

DAYS3 

SOME 

DAYS4 

ONCE IN 

A 

WHILE5 

NEVER 

OR 

ALMOST 

NEVER6 

TOTA

L 

WEIGHT

ED 

AVERAG

E 

I am aware 

of the 

presence of 

God 

83.33% 

5 

16.67

% 

1 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

  

6 

  

1.17 

I experience 

the presence 

of God 

66.67% 

4 

16.67

% 

1 

16.67

% 

1 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

  

6 

  

1.50 

                                                           
1 https://www.surveymonkey.com/results/SM-BW23R285V/ 
 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/results/SM-BW23R285V/
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  MANY 

TIMES A 

DAY1 

EVERYD

AY2 

MOST 

DAYS3 

SOME 

DAYS4 

ONCE IN 

A 

WHILE5 

NEVER 

OR 

ALMOST 

NEVER6 

TOTA

L 

WEIGHT

ED 

AVERAG

E 

I thank God 

for His 

presence 

83.33% 

5 

16.67

% 

1 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

  

6 

  

1.17 

During 

worship or 

other times I 

am 

connected to 

God I feel 

grateful 

66.67% 

4 

33.33

% 

2 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

  

6 

  

1.33 

I thank God 

in the midst 

of daily 

activities 

50.00% 

3 

33.33

% 

2 

16.67

% 

1 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

  

6 

  

1.67 

I am grateful 

for who I 

am/my life 

83.33% 

5 

16.67

% 

1 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

  

6 

  

1.17 

I express or 

demonstrate 

gratefulness 

for who I 

am/my life 

50.00% 

3 

16.67

% 

1 

33.33

% 

2 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

  

6 

  

1.83 

I thank God 

for who I 

am/my life 

66.67% 

4 

33.33

% 

2 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

  

6 

  

1.33 

I am grateful 

for my 

family 

66.67% 

4 

16.67

% 

1 

16.67

% 

1 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

  

6 

  

1.50 

I express or 

demonstrate 

my gratitude 

to my family. 

50.00% 

3 

16.67

% 

1 

33.33

% 

2 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

  

6 

  

1.83 

I thank God 

for my 

family. 

50.00% 

3 

50.00

% 

3 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

  

6 

  

1.50 

I am grateful 

for people 

other than 

family that 

50.00% 

3 

33.33

% 

2 

16.67

% 

1 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

  

6 

  

1.67 
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  MANY 

TIMES A 

DAY1 

EVERYD

AY2 

MOST 

DAYS3 

SOME 

DAYS4 

ONCE IN 

A 

WHILE5 

NEVER 

OR 

ALMOST 

NEVER6 

TOTA

L 

WEIGHT

ED 

AVERAG

E 

are in my 

life. 

I express or 

demonstrate 

my 

gratefulness 

to others. 

50.00% 

3 

33.33

% 

2 

16.67

% 

1 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

  

6 

  

1.67 

I thank God 

for the 

people he has 

placed in my 

life. 

50.00% 

3 

33.33

% 

2 

16.67

% 

1 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

  

6 

  

1.67 

I am grateful 

for the 

community 

(ies) of 

which I am 

apart. 

50.00% 

3 

33.33

% 

2 

0.00% 

0 

16.67

% 

1 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

  

6 

  

1.83 

I express or 

demonstrate 

my 

gratefulness 

for being part 

of 

community. 

50.00% 

3 

33.33

% 

2 

0.00% 

0 

16.67

% 

1 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

  

6 

  

1.83 

I thank God 

for my 

community 

50.00% 

3 

33.33

% 

2 

0.00% 

0 

16.67

% 

1 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

  

6 

  

1.83 

I am grateful 

in times of 

suffering. 

50.00% 

3 

50.00

% 

3 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

  

6 

  

1.50 

I express or 

demonstrate 

gratefulness 

in times of 

suffering 

33.33% 

2 

66.67

% 

4 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

  

6 

  

1.67 

I thank God 

for my times 

of suffering 

33.33% 

2 

66.67

% 

4 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

  

6 

  

1.67 
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  MANY 

TIMES A 

DAY1 

EVERYD

AY2 

MOST 

DAYS3 

SOME 

DAYS4 

ONCE IN 

A 

WHILE5 

NEVER 

OR 

ALMOST 

NEVER6 

TOTA

L 

WEIGHT

ED 

AVERAG

E 

I am grateful 

for God’s 

grace 

83.33% 

5 

16.67

% 

1 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

  

6 

  

1.17 

I express or 

demonstrate 

by 

gratefulness 

for God’s 

grace 

83.33% 

5 

16.67

% 

1 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

  

6 

  

1.17 

I thank God 

for His grace 

83.33% 

5 

16.67

% 

1 

0.00% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00

% 

0 

0.00% 

0 

  

6 

  

1.17 

 


