
As we gather together on this Thanksgiving eve, we need to be honest with ourselves: for many people, Thanksgiving is just a stepping-stone to Christmas.  I suspect many of you already have your Christmas decorations up and have already been listening to Christmas music.  How many families spend Thanksgiving gathered around the warm glow of the shopping circulars, mapping out their battle plan for the pre-dawn shopping crowds on Black Friday?  This weekend is one for shopping and Christmas decorating – unless you’re already done with yours.  Thanksgiving is mostly just an extra day off to get ready for the actual holiday, right?
This Christmas prep season is a little different for many people.  As we all know, many people and stores are rethinking their shopping strategy this season.  According to Gallup’s statistics, the amount that Americans are considering spending on Christmas this year is lower than any other year that Gallup started collecting data on this, outside of last year at this time.  About 56% of Americans say they plan to spend about the same amount as last year – and last year showed an all-time low percentage of those spending less.  In other words, while the season of giving doesn’t look quite as dire as it did last year, things are still pretty sparse for many Americans.

So while we all might be chomping at the bit for Christmas, we find ourselves here on  Thanksgiving Eve pausing briefly to think about what we’re thankful for.  If you’re like many people this year, you might find yourself trying to focus less on presents, purchases, and shopping, but on simple gifts.  The joy of family.  Time with friends.  A focus on togetherness and faith.  Thanksgiving is indeed a time to consider these things, and even though we’re maybe looking past them and thinking of Christmas lists, cookie baking, and a laundry list of other holiday obligations, we’re invited to briefly think on the simple things.  We do, however, seem consider these things fall-back options.  They’re not quite as good as having lots of fancy stuff, but all things considered, they’ll do.

We call all those average, day-to-day things simple gifts.  We tend to refer to them with a sigh, resigning ourselves to not having more things, but instead trying to buck up and appreciate those things we already have.  After all, you can’t really unwrap a simple gift.  They don’t look very impressive piled under the tree.  It’s very tempting indeed to blaze past them and move right to the real gift shopping.

But as I think of the kinds of gifts we list when we list simple gifts – family, food, homes, church, safety, health – these gifts are not-so-simple.  Without these deceptively not-so-simple gifts, our lives would be very difficult indeed.  These gifts are incredible, life-filling, God-given gifts.  These gifts are far from simple.  These gifts are the things to be amazed by, to be overwhelmed with, to be thankful for.  These not-so-simple gifts are worth stopping and taking at least one whole day to dwell on and be truly thankful for.

It takes something like an economic crisis or family tragedy or natural disaster to refocus on these not-so-simple gifts.  Typically, it’s not until everything is stripped away that we’re forced to think about what we’re really thankful for, what we really need, what we’ve actually been blessed with.  And that is too bad, because we miss out on a lifetime of appreciation and joy when we only look for those good things when they’re gone.  


We hear throughout our lessons for today that all good gifts that we experience daily are from God, meant to strengthen and support us.  Deuteronomy is filled with images of the greatness of God’s creation: “a land with flowing streams, with springs and underground waters… a land of wheat and barley, of vines and fig trees and pomegranates, a land of olive trees and honey, a land where you may eat bread without scarcity…”  We might be tempted to overlook the goodness of this earth, but as the passage also reminds us, “You shall eat your fill and bless the Lord your God for the good land that he has given you.”  

Paul says in the reading from 2 Corinthians, “God is able to provide you with every blessing in abundance, so that by always having enough of everything, you may share abundantly in every good work.”  Just as we are called to think on the many good gifts we have been given, we are reminded to share those gifts with other people.  For those living in war-torn regions, or fighting droughts and earthquakes, or living on the street, these simple things that we only grudgingly consider would be great and blessed gifts indeed.  Remembering the not-so-simple gifts doesn’t just call us away from consumerism and unthankful hearts, but drives us out into the world to make sure others have and share God’s gifts as well.

And in our gospel today, we are reminded of the greatest gift we can ever receive.  Jesus declares to us, “I am the bread of life.  Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.”  After all, God does not just meet our physical needs.  God truly meets us where we are and grants us the depth of our spiritual needs.  Through our Savior, we are given the gifts of life, forgiveness, mercy, and truth.  Those are gifts that you don’t typically see on a Christmas list – but what would we do without them?  ‘

Thanksgiving is not just a hiccup on the way to bigger and better things.  It is an opportunity to truly reflect on the goodness of our God.  Even when times are tough, there is much to be grateful for.  We come together with friends and families to remind ourselves that in spite of everything, we are blessed.  We have much to be thankful for.  This is worth more than a day’s worth of celebration – so let’s not just pass it by.


We celebrate Thanksgiving just a month before Christmas, and I encourage you to actually take time this Thanksgiving to consider what you are thankful for.  Think on these not-so-simple gifts that God has blessed us with.  After all, we prepare for Christmas not to have the biggest haul of gifts, or the best cookie recipe, or the most impressive light show on the block – but to prepare our hearts and minds for the greatest gift of all, Christ himself among us.  May God work in your heart this Thanksgiving, reminding you of the great joy and beauty all around you.  Give thanks to God, for God is truly good.  Amen.
