
Thanksgiving Sunday, 2016 

 We celebrated the 30th anniversary of my ordination this past summer, as many of you 

must recall, with a raucous  event, so it stands to reason I have been a pastor and preacher for 30 

Thanksgivings.  I may not have preached for every single one of them, for one reason or another, 

but I’ve nevertheless preached a whole lot of Thanksgiving sermons. Thinking that I could 

probably use some fresh ideas and new material, I eagerly asked our Wednesday morning clergy 

text study group for any thoughts they had for preaching Thanksgiving.  Don’t tell them I said 

so, but they were practically useless.  The best one colleague came up with was: “ It’s 

Thanksgiving; tell them to give thanks.”   Not only are my sermons usually a little longer than 

two words, but I find I hesitate to tell others to be thankful.  Maybe you do, too.  Isn’t it a little 

presumptuous to tell others they should be grateful?   In a small congregation likes ours, we 

know each other’s joys and also struggles, and so we do not have the luxury of thinking 

everything is peachy keen in the lives of our fellow congregants and thus they should certainly 

be thankful.  Moreover, our nation continues in varying degrees of turmoil and the world is its 

usual difficult self, so maybe urging gratitude is setting the bar a little high, I don’t know.  What 

do you think? At any rate, I left the text study group no more inspired than I’d come.   

 Fortunately, following this text study group, I had the privilege of making communion 

visits to Dorothy Peterson and to Bob and Mabel Anderson.  And here, in the bosom of these old 

and wise Christian friends and parishioners, I found inspiration. Our dear Dorothy, the oldest 

matriarch in our church, is going to be 98 years old this week.  She was born the year WWI 

ended, in 1918.  Just imagine!  She received a virtual death sentence decades ago when cancer 

struck, yet she beat the odds and is turning 98.  As she told me, “It’s hard to keep an Irish woman 

down!”  Which makes a nice change, since most of our eldsters attribute their longevity to 



Nordic blood, but in spite of marrying a Trygve Peterson, Dorothy is Irish all through.  So, I told 

her I hoped she’d have a very happy birthday and Thanksgiving celebration this week, and she 

laughed and said, “Oh I will.  I don’t expect too much, so I’m happy just to have my daughters 

come by and to share a word or two with a friend.”  There is a lesson there for all of us about 

thankfulness; because as a society, we set our expectations tremendously high and consequently 

experience much disappointment and discouragement. I recall one sociologist making the claim 

that the single most important factor in determining one’s happiness was simply lowering one’s 

expectations.  I don’t mean, of course, that we should not ask of ourselves and our world to live 

faithfully, ethically, and justly, but rather we shouldn’t expect so much comfort, convenience, 

success, and plenty.  Which we do!  We always want more!  But, the world just doesn’t operate 

that way.  It’s not a reasonable expectation.  In the Laura Ingall’s Wilder books beginning with 

Little House on the Prairie, Ma wisely says, “enough is as good as a feast.”  Isn’t that profound?  

“Enough is as good as a feast.’  We just need enough.  But, how many of us set our expectations 

at that level?  ---who says, I just want enough?  We most certainly want far more than enough, 

which tends to makes our live stressful and complicated.  It’s difficult to be grateful when you’re 

stressed and always wanting more. So, one lesson in thankfulness might be to lower our 

expectations; gratitude comes more easily when we don’t expect the world to fall at our feet.  

 Then I went on to visit with Mabel and Bob Anderson.  Mabel likes to tell me stories 

about her mother, who came as a young teen across the ocean from Sweden and, like all wives of 

North Shore fisherman, lived a life that was far from easy.  Mabel was describing to me how 

hard her mother worked all her life, and then she looked at me and said,--“We’re so lucky to live 

when we do.”   That’s true, also.  Compared to our forebears, we have so much better access 

generally speaking to food, health care, education, a bevy of comforts and conveniences.  But we 



forget that we’re lucky, fortunate, blest to have these things, because they become so familiar 

that we take them for granted.  Familiarity may not always breed contempt, but it probably does 

tend to breed a lack of appreciation.  

 Why does it matter that we’re grateful and appreciative?   Apart from any other 

consideration, like numerous studies indicating that people who cultivate gratitude are healthier 

and happier than those who don’t, it would seem that God looks to us to be grateful.  Gratitude is 

commended to us again and again in Scriptures, not only commended, but sometimes 

commanded.  Look at Scripture lessons for this morning. Psalm 100 is one of my favorite 

Scriptures, but it’s not difficult to determine what the Psalm requires of us; it is spelled out 

plainly.  Make a joyful noise.  Worship God with gladness; sing to God.  Know God.  Enter 

God’s gates with thanksgiving.  Thank and bless God.  No gray areas in this psalm; we are to be 

thankful, even joyful.  Talk about setting the bar high! 

 Likewise, the lesson from Philippians 4, where Paul tells us plainly, “rejoice in the Lord.  

Again I will say—Rejoice!  Do not worry, but by prayer with thanksgiving let your requests be 

made known to God.’  Again, a clear message.  Paul, who rarely suffers from hesitating to speak 

his mind, makes no exception here:  we are to rejoice, and to pray gratefully-- even if our prayer 

is primarily a supplication, a request for help, it is to be made with gratitude.  Without a doubt, 

gratitude is to be a part of our lives of faith.  As followers of Jesus, we are called to live 

thankfully. 

 And yet, as I said initially, how can we ask of others or even ourselves to be grateful?  

When there is much suffering, much struggle, much sorrow?  How can God, through the 

Scriptures, ask this of us?  God, incarnate in Christ, knows what it is to suffer and struggle; and 

yet God looks for lives that include giving thanks from us.  As I pondered this last week, I 



thought of a blog article I’d come across on a Caring Bridge site, written by a pastor who was a 

buddy of mine years ago in seminary, and who is now the lead pastor at ginormous Mount Olivet 

Church in Minneapolis.  His name is Pastor John Hogenson, and he served for some years up in 

Grand Marais, so some of you may know of him.  He went in to the doctors a couple of years 

ago with a scratchy throat and hoarse voice and left with the diagnosis of an inoperable and 

malignant brain tumor.  Somehow he has beat the odds and continues to live on, in spite of his 

cancer.  He is well acquainted with suffering, but also with gratitude.  And here’s what wrote in 

the middle of last summer: “I have found that in our society we often glorify suffering.  Suffering 

is highly overrated.  I have found that suffering is  – just suffering, which is not much fun.  But, 

this journey, initiated by a brain tumor, has caused me to appreciate things both big and 

small.   It makes me want to shout out to the world “Are you able to walk, run, drive a car, eat an 

ice cream cone or ride a two-wheeled bike?  Are you able to drink a cold, cold glass of ice water, 

lemonade or iced tea? If so, do it with abandon and give God thanks, for these are gifts which 

have been given to you from God.  Trust me, not everybody can enjoy these things. 

It is said that someone once asked St. Francis “What is the greatest prayer that was ever 

uttered?” You would think that St. Francis might have said, “Well the prayer attributed to me the 

Prayer of St. Francis isn’t a bad one” or, “The Lord’s prayer is a pretty good one”.  Instead this 

great saint of God said, “Thank you is the greatest prayer ever uttered”.   

Are you suffering either physically or emotionally?  If so, I am sorry but say thank you 

anyhow.  Tell God thanks for God’s constant presence in your life.  If you are grieving, say 

thank you that you loved someone so much that you miss them now that that they are gone.  Say 

thank you that there is a God who loves you, cares for you and is there to help you get through 

the challenge in a way that you couldn’t without God’s help.  Are you worried about a child or a 



grandchild of yours?  Say thank you because God loves them even more than you do.  Do you 

have a roof over your head and a refrigerator with food in it?  Say thank you.  God is providing 

for you.  The fact that you have roof over your head and a refrigerator means that you are one of 

the wealthiest people in the world.  Are you able to run, hop, skip and jump?  Say thank you 

because for some of us those things are only a dream.  Let’s go back to that glass of ice water, 

iced tea or lemonade.  Are you able to drink them?  They are all gifts to you from the hand of 

God to be enjoyed.  Say, “Thank you”. 

 For me, Pastor Hogansen’s article includes the wisdom of both of those visits I made last 

Wednesday---not to have such inflated expectations and to appreciate what becomes too easily 

familiar and overlooked.  To set reasonable expectations and to see the familiar with renewed 

appreciation are two strategies that inspire us towards gratitude, even in difficult times.  They 

become a way for us to live out these Scriptural encouragements and injunctions towards giving 

thanks.   

 My attention was caught by this Anne Lammot quote that Lee Bujold posted last week on 

Facebook.  Anne Lammot is a wonderful, contemporary writer who often incorporate Christian 

spirituality into her work.  Writing from a place of struggle, this author related that she was 

going to take a hike with her dog and she anticipated renewal from that experience.  She wrote, 

“We are about to go hiking, and nature will heal us, sustain and renew us--for at least an hour. I'll 

take it! Gerard Manley Hopkins wrote, "The world is charged with the grandeur of God," and the 

divine electrical field of love and beauty will all but leave my mouth hanging open in awe. I've 

said before that if birdsong were the only proof that there is another, deeper, wider reality, it 

would be proof enough for me.”  Birdsong….something we often don’t really hear, because it’s 



so familiar.  Anne Lammot, listening to that music with fresh ears, finds cause in it for gratitude, 

celebration, and faith. 

 This made me wonder what the equivalent of Anne Lammot’s birdsong might be for me.  

Or for you……what is there in this world that, just in and of itself, is enough to point you or me  

to God and gratitude, even without all the rest?   Is it birdsong?  Is it the silhouette of birch 

branches against the sky?  Is it the sunrises or moonrises over the big Lake?  Is it poetry?  Is it 

music?  Is it the smell of fresh basil?  Is it the feel of bread dough in your hands?  What it is that 

is enough to point us to God?  I gave this a lot of thought this past week, and believe me, it was a 

far more rewarding thought process than many I’ve been having lately, which is a lesson in and 

of itself. I would highly recommend it to you.  Ferreting out what makes us truly thankful is 

certainly better than focusing on our fears and sorrows.  And reclaiming those things that deeply 

inspire us; seeing them with fresh eyes and not taking them for granted—this is the spiritual 

discipline of discernment and a holy act that leads us to give thanks. 

 This morning’s worship service, like every Sunday’s, contains more than enough reason 

for me or you to give thanks, if we see it again with renewed eyes and heart.  How blest are we to 

be together as a community of faith that has genuine affection within and knows how to have fun 

together and does bigger things than we should be able to do, all while worshipping our Lord?  

How blest are we to come to know the love of God through Scripture and Sacrament?  How blest 

are we to come to God’s table, where all are welcome, and receive food and drink that nourishes 

body and soul?  How blest are we to hear the music, to lift our voices in song, to proclaim God’s 

praise?  How blest are we to have Christ incarnate, crucified, and risen, held up for us and 

offered for our redemption again and again and again?  How blest are we to be surrounded by the 



beauty of the North Shore of Lake Superior as we leave these doors?  Isn’t all of this enough and 

then some to move us to gratitude?   

 On Thursday many of us will gather around a table with family and friends to celebrate 

abundance and give thanks.  We do so as a church family  here in moments.  We will celebrate 

Holy Communion, our thanksgiving meal, often referred to by the Greek word Eucharist, which 

means, to give thanks in the verb form of that Greek word.  Christ is the host instead of 

Grandma, and we see no turkey or dressing.  But, we are family and this is a Thanksgiving meal, 

where all are welcome, all are claimed, all are forgiven, all are redeemed.  Amen.  

 

 


