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Deuteronomy 26:1-11 

When you have come into the land that the Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance to possess, and you possess it, and settle in it, you shall take some of the first of all the fruit of the ground, which you harvest from the land that the Lord your God is giving you, and you shall put it in a basket and go to the place that the Lord your God will choose as a dwelling for his name. You shall go to the priest who is in office at that time, and say to him, "Today I declare to the Lord your God that I have come into the land that the Lord swore to our ancestors to give us." When the priest takes the basket from your hand and sets it down before the altar of the Lord your God, you shall make this response before the Lord your God: "A wandering Aramean was my ancestor; he went down into Egypt and lived there as an alien, few in number, and there he became a great nation, mighty and populous. When the Egyptians treated us harshly and afflicted us, by imposing hard labor on us, we cried to the Lord, the God of our ancestors; the Lord heard our voice and saw our affliction, our toil, and our oppression. The Lord brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, with a terrifying display of power, and with signs and wonders; and he brought us into this place and gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey. So now I bring the first of the fruit of the ground that you, O Lord, have given me." You shall set it down before the Lord your God and bow down before the Lord your God. Then you, together with the Levites and the aliens who reside among you, shall celebrate with all the bounty that the Lord your God has given to you and to your house. 

Philippians 4:4-9 

Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things. Keep on doing the things that you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, and the God of peace will be with you. 

John 6:25-35 

When they found him on the other side of the sea, they said to him, "Rabbi, when did you come here?" Jesus answered them, "Very truly, I tell you, you are looking for me, not because you saw signs, but because you ate your fill of the loaves. Do not work for the food that perishes, but for the food that endures for eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you. For it is on him that God the Father has set his seal." Then they said to him, "What must we do to perform the works of God?" Jesus answered them, "This is the work of God, that you believe in him whom he has sent." So they said to him, "What sign are you going to give us then, so that we may see it and believe you? What work are you performing? Our ancestors ate the manna in the wilderness; as it is written, 'He gave them bread from heaven to eat.'" Then Jesus said to them, "Very truly, I tell you, it was not Moses who gave you the bread from heaven, but it is my Father who gives you the true bread from heaven. For the bread of God is that which comes down from heaven and gives life to the world." They said to him, "Sir, give us this bread always." Jesus said to them, "I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty. 

Thanks be to God

Thanks be to God; amen. With these words, I have ended almost every one of my sermons since I began preaching almost 20 years ago. I know I’m not the only preacher to do so, and, to be honest, I’m not sure exactly why I first began this habit. It seemed to be a nice thing to say, and it does give the musicians a heads up that the sermon is ended and it’s time for the hymn. But I’ve come to believe that these words, “thanks be to God” are more than just a habit, they are altogether appropriate, not just at the end of sermons, and not just at this time of Thanksgiving, but all through the year, in all times and in all circumstances.

Paul encourages us to “rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice.” Is this really possible, to rejoice and be thankful no matter what? For example, when someone asks you this holiday, “For what are you thankful?” what will you think of? Will you try to recount all the highlights of the past twelve months, thanking God only for the good, while you try to forget all the rest? Or is there a way we can be bold enough to thank God for all that we have experienced, all that our life has included, good, bad, and indifferent? 

I have a friend, a retired pastor who is now a grandfather, but he still remembers the birth of their first child, who was, tragically, stillborn. It was a difficult birth, by cesarean section, so his wife was not awake for the delivery. When he went into her hospital room a short time later, she still didn’t know what had happened, and whether the child was a girl or a boy. She asked, excitedly, “What do we have?” He answered, with a voice drained of all emotion, “We have nothing.” They sat there for a moment in stunned silence, letting the pain of their loss slowly become real to them, and he said, “I think we need to pray.” And the first words out of his mouth were, “We give you thanks, O God,” and he stopped. He hadn’t planned to say those words, they just came out. At first, he thought it was like automatic pilot, but later he saw those words coming from a place deep inside, a place deeper than logic or rationality could touch, a place that recognized that, in all things, joyful and tragic, their God was a gracious God, and they had reason to be thankful.

So maybe we need to look again at the words from Paul to the Philippians. “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice.” Paul does not encourage us to rejoice in our circumstances, but to rejoice in the Lord. Put another way, we may not need to say thanks be to God for all things, but thanks be to God in all things. My friend and his wife were certainly not thankful that their child had died, but they knew that God would be with them even in this painful hour, and for that they could indeed be grateful. 

As I look around the sanctuary tonight, I know that many of your lives have been filled with a variety of events this past year, some good, some not so good. There are those among us who have family members struggling with addiction or chronic pain, and there are those among us who have welcomed a new child into their midst. There are those among us who are going through a painful divorce, and there are those among us who are excited at finding love once again. There are those among us who didn’t think they would live to see another Thanksgiving, and there are those among us still grieving the death of a friend or family member. We can certainly get caught up in trying to discern which of these are blessings for which we should be thankful, and which are not, or we can humbly and gratefully acknowledge that, in all things, we are blessed. 

I am not speaking here of a naïve optimism, that glibly looks for a silver lining in every cloud or a rainbow after every storm, or which scolds us when we fail to see our glass as half-full. I am speaking of an honest recognition that God is alive, and present, and working in all our days, sunny and stormy, and whether our glass is full, empty, or somewhere in between. 

If you need to see an example of how this is possible, simply take a look at the psalms. The writers of those powerful prayer poems felt free to express the fullness of their emotions unto God; they wrote what their hearts were feeling in good times and bad, and yet they continually came back to the familiar refrain, “give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; his steadfast love endures forever.” 
In the midst of our most difficult moments, I’m sure that most of us would, if we had the option, choose another path. But one of the unfortunate truths in life is that we don’t always get to choose what happens to us; we only get to choose how we will respond. We can choose to respond with bitterness and anger, or we can choose to find ways to be grateful, even in our darkest hour.
There may be those who blame God for the difficult times, but I am not one of them.  I do not believe that ours is a God who doles out suffering and blessing as punishment or reward, or who heartlessly sends us pain and tragedy in order to teach us a lesson.  No, ours is a God who suffers with us in our brokenness, ours is a God who weeps with us in our grieving, ours is a God who promises to walk with us through all our dark and painful nights.  

We may never know why bad things happen to good people, but we do know, through our faith in Jesus Christ, that death and pain never have the final word.  We know this because we cling to the promises of God, and we celebrate the fact that these promises do not just apply to our lives here on earth, but they extend into the eternal.  As the Apostle Paul writes, “I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” This is the promise into which we are all invited to live, today, tomorrow, and forever.  In life, in death, in life beyond death, God is with us, we are not alone.  This is why we can always, and only, say: thanks be to God.  Amen.
