Thanks for Remembering
Deuteronomy 26:1-11 and John 6:25-35
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen.

Throughout the whole book of Deuteronomy—from which our OT reading comes—Moses is preaching to the people of Israel.  Now.  You have to understand why they are being preached to; they are a forgetful people.  Moses is giving them God’s instruction, or Torah, a second time.  Their parents and grandparents hadn’t gotten it the first time around.  And so God is using Moses to tell it to them again.  It’s fitting then that the word, “Deuteronomy,” actually means: “second law-giving.”

To get a picture of what’s going on, we need to set the scene: The people are facing Moses as he preaches Torah, God’s instruction to them.  They have their backs to the wilderness through which God led them and they so ever less willingly followed.  They have their sight set on the land just across the Jordan River, the land that the Lord their God had promised to give them, the Promised Land.

They remember that God had denied their parents and grandparents entry into the Promised Land.  And they even remember how it had happened.  Moses recalls all of it back in the first chapter of Deuteronomy: A group of people their parents’ and grandparents’ age were sent to survey the land that God had promised them.  They liked what they saw, except for the fact that there were people already living there.  The people of Israel really couldn’t believe that God had brought them to a land inhabited by bigger, stronger, fiercer-looking people against whom, they feared, they wouldn’t stand a chance. 
Then, God’s own people accuse God of bringing them out of Egypt in order to kill them; because God hated them, they suspected.  Like an infection, the accusation against God spread among the people so that they even swore they would’ve been better off left as slaves in Egypt.  No thanks to God, we are where we are, they grumbled: on the edge of a land whose inhabitants will surely kill us.
Like I said, the people were a forgetful people.  They had forgotten that God had remembered them all along, had forgotten that “the LORD heard [their] voice and saw [their] affliction, [their] toil, and [their] oppression back in Egypt.  Forgotten that the LORD brought [them] out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm; and forgotten that he brought [them] into this place and gave [them] this land, a land flowing with milk and honey” (Deuteronomy 26:7-9).
In our Old Testament reading for today, Moses is instructing the children and grandchildren of those forgetful people.  The children and grandchildren stand at the same exact spot that their parents and grandparents stood: with the wilderness behind them and the land God promised before them.  They stand between the wilderness of their own forgetfulness and the land of God’s remembrance: between the wilderness and the land that God has remembered to give them.
So now when Moses instructs the younger generation as to what they are to do when they enter the land, he’s not just giving them a set of rules or obligations.  After all, they could easily forget God all over again if all they had to do was follow some rules.  Moses, then, is not telling the people to offer God the first fruits of their harvest just because God said so or just because they have to.  Giving thanks to God for the first fruits of the harvest isn’t just another obligation, another rule they have to follow.  Following the rules just because they have to is really not the kind of life that God has in mind for his people.  For if they just felt obligated, like they had to, they would actually forget who the LORD their God was and what the LORD their God had done.  They would actually forget the LORD their God.  They would end up back in the wilderness of forgetfulness, since how can you give thanks when you don’t remember what you’re giving thanks for?
Instead, by instructing the people of Israel as to what they are to do once they enter the Promised Land, Moses is instructing them in how to remember God.  Moses is instructing the people in how to remember that God has not forgotten them.  Dedicating the first of the harvest to God, then, becomes a way of remembering: a way of remembering that God heard their cry and saw their affliction, toil, and oppression when they were slaves back in Egypt; a way of remembering that, “The LORD brought [them] out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm”; and a way of remembering that the LORD “brought [them] into this place and gave [them] this land, a land flowing with milk and honey” (Deuteronomy 26:7-9).  
And from remembering comes thanksgiving.  From remembering comes a prayer of thanksgiving like, “Thank you for the harvest from this land—the land which you, O LORD, remembered to give your people as promised.”
For us who probably don’t crack open the book of Deuteronomy all that much, we still end up doing what Deuteronomy commands of us.  We gather to worship God like we are doing this evening.  Through worship, we come to remember who God is and what God has done.  We eat and drink Christ’s body and blood in remembrance of him.  And then we give thanks to God.  
That is the pattern of Deuteronomy.  Deuteronomy is a book about how forgetful people remember the LORD their God.  Remember that the LORD their God had not forgotten them.  Worship is how forgetful people like us remember the LORD our God.  Remember that the LORD our God has not forgotten us.  Worship is really God’s way of reminding us over and over and over again—reminding us who are busy, preoccupied, and forgetful people—that God has not forgotten us.  
In our Gospel reading, even some followers of Jesus needed a reminder: needed a reminder as to why in the world the God of Israel had come to them in the person of Jesus.  They had just seen Jesus feed thousands of people with five barley loaves and a couple of fish.  And they figured that they’d always get plenty of bread if they just stayed near this Jesus.  
But Jesus hadn’t come only to multiply fish and barley loaves.  He—after all—remembered what he came for, remembered what the world really needed, and so reminded his followers of what true bread was.  Jesus himself is the true bread that gives life to the world.  To eat the true bread from God is to believe in Jesus whom God sent.  For Jesus is God’s way of remembering us—of not leaving us to our own forgetful ways that separate us from God.  
So then, all we can say in response is, “Thanks for remembering us, God.  Thanks for remembering us by coming as Jesus in order to save us for a life with you.  Thanks.”
When you gather tomorrow with family, friends, and neighbors to share a Thanksgiving meal, may you be reminded of the LORD your God who has not forgotten you.  May the bread that you break together remind you of Jesus, the true bread from heaven, who was sent for you.  May you give thanks to God, not because you have to, but because God has remembered you and shares his life with you.  And having given thanks, may you remember to love and care for family, friends, and neighbors in a small way like God has already done for you. 
So here it is again, lest we forget: Thanksgiving is what happens when we are reminded that even though we have forgotten God in the wilderness of our own lives, God has remembered us.  Once again, thanks for remembering us, O God.  Thanks for remembering.  Amen.
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