Thanksgiving 2016
Philippians 4:6-7 (New International Version)

6Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. 7And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

I have to confess that Thanksgiving Day Sunday is a difficult subject for me. Not because I think it’s difficult to give thanks; in fact just the opposite: I give thanks so often that it is difficult to think of just one day for its recognition.

We are instructed in everything to give thanks, and also in Colossians 4:2: Devote yourselves to prayer with an alert mind and a thankful heart.
There is often a connection between prayer and giving thanks. A quick and powerful prayer is, “Thank You, God”. And maybe that is the value of Thanksgiving Day to me; to help me remember specifically who and what I am thankful for.

Are you thankful for your family? Can you even be thankful for those lost souls in the family? You know the ones I mean. It’s easy to be thankful for the loving, giving, kind family members. But what about the ones that have hurt you or who push your buttons? Can you find some way of being thankful even for them? How about, “Thank You God for opening my eyes to ways not to behave. Thank You for showing me the contrasts, thank You for helping me make beneficial and productive choices.”
Are we living with someone who means the world to us, but we don’t let them know?  Part of giving thanks is expressing it out loud to the person for whom we are thankful. The words may change – I love you, I appreciate you, I thank you – but it is about being thankful.
Are there other people for whom you are thankful – friends, associates, people who open a door for you? It is customary to smile and say “Thank you”.  But often we don’t say it. We’re embarrassed or we think it is unnecessary, or not politically correct. I don’t know why people don’t say ‘thank you’ more often for the blessings they receive. 

I really don’t think it’s because they feel like they deserve them or have it coming. I used to think that. But today I think it is fear. They are afraid to say ‘thank you’ because it reveals too much about them…a softness or weakness. Maybe they will be asked for money, or followed because of their vulnerability.
But I have found when I open a door for someone and they look at me and say ‘thank you’ it reveals to me their personal confidence and willingness to express God through them. I feel good. If someone shyly says ‘thank you’ and doesn’t look at you, or they say it because that is the convention and is what you are supposed to do, there is no God energy; it feels incomplete and vacant. An opportunity is lost.
Sometimes we become so focused on our own lives and our own needs, we ignore others. It’s not necessarily because we are only thinking of ourselves; it’s because we are not thinking about anyone else.

To say ‘thank you’, whether to God or another person, is to acknowledge something outside of ourselves; it is to take our focus off ourselves for a moment and place it directly onto someone else.

I encourage you that if someone does something nice for you, that you look them in the eye, smile, and say thank you. You don’t have to intimidate them with all of your personal power, just be sincere about your expression of thanks.
I would like to take a moment and thank our Church Board Members. Brian Foster is the President of the Board and brings adeptness to all that is required of that position. He also enjoys stepping in to provide the accompaniments of the service songs we do.  Patti Johnson is our Treasurer and fills that position with excellence. She also is willing to play the piano when needed.   Kathy Clippinger plays a solid part of this Board, as does Martin Manning. They don’t have official titles but are Board Members with Large Hearts. So Board Members, thank you for your part in this church. 
Also, I’d like to thank Marilyn Manning for keeping the flowers seasonally beautiful and for all the other touches of beauty. I want to thank my Mom for bring the jokes and helping Patti count the money each Sunday. 

I’d like to thank those couples that have in the past and continue to help the church by opening up in the mornings: Bill and Lynn, Bill and Nancy, Martin and Marilyn, Brian and Lisa, Dick and Dave, Mart and Margie Hubbard, CJ and Patti Johnson, and Bob and Annie Essaff, and all the others who help when you get here by handling the music books and cushions.  Thank you very much for serving in this way. It helps keep our church functioning. 
I want to thank Chad, Martin, and the others for fixing the rope to the bell, which had broken. 
I want to thank Mary for taking care of the youth. I want to thank Jeanne for the months that she swept the step, and now Bill, Martin, and CJ and the others who have come forward to do what needs to be done.

I am thankful for the coffee; although I don’t drink coffee I’m still thankful it’s here. I’m thankful for the goodies that mysteriously show up every week, and for the continued financial support. 
I am thankful that people continue to come back to church week after week!  I am grateful for the kind words after my songs and your thoughtful responses after my talks. This feedback makes me realize that I just might be doing the work of the Christ.  Please forgive me all of you who are deserving of gratitude, but I am forgetting. I mean no offense. I am thankful for this church; I am blessed to be here. 
Who are you thankful for? I encourage you to let them know. Verbalize it, write it, or email it. Let them know you appreciate them.

In addition to people, what things in your life are you thankful for? What conditions?

It is so easy to dwell on the negative, the lack, the uncertainty, the pain, the injustice, and certainly it is important to offer all that to God in prayer, and then the rest of the time focus on what is right in your life. Did you wake up this morning? Did you know that according to the World Fact Book (CIA) 151,600 people worldwide didn’t wake up today? But you did. Thank You, God! 

What is right in your life, what is good and productive? What would you miss if it was removed from your life? A sunset, a budding flower, a rainbow, a laughing baby, the moon rising. A shooting star, a good book. The telephone and other technology we have. What would you miss? A warm bed, your warm coat, your favorite shoes, your house, your refrigerator?  Be grateful for the simple, obvious, and overlooked things.

Our gratitude is important for our spiritual development.  Luke 17:12-19 we hear this story:  And as he entered a village, he was met by ten lepers, who stood at a distance and lifted up their voices, saying, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us.” When he saw them he said to them, “Go and show yourselves to the priests.” And as they went they were cleansed. Then one of them, when he saw that he was healed, turned back, praising God with a loud voice; and he fell on his face at Jesus’ feet, giving him thanks. Now he was a Samaritan. Then Jesus answered, “Were not ten cleansed? Where are the nine? Was no one found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?” And he said to him, “Rise and go your way; your trust has saved you.”

There is completion and wholeness and perfection in showing our gratitude. There is God-flow. Make it a habit to express thanks.

It reminds me of a story: A blind boy sat on the steps of a building with a hat by his feet.  He held up a sign which said: "I am blind, please help." There were only a few coins in the hat.

 A man was walking by. He took a few coins from his pocket and dropped them into the hat.  He then took the sign, turned it around, and wrote some words. He put the sign back so that everyone who walked by would see the new words.

 Soon the hat began to fill up. A lot more people were giving money to the blind boy.  That afternoon the man who had changed the sign came to see how things were. 

 The boy recognized his footsteps and asked, "Were you the one who changed my sign this morning?  What did you write?"

The man said, "I only wrote the truth.  I said what you said but differently." I wrote: "Today is a beautiful day but I cannot see it."

 Both signs told people that the boy was blind. But the first sign simply stated that fact. The second sign spoke to our hearts; it tells us that we are blessed to have sight, and subtly suggests that we be thankful for what we have. 
Some people will tell you their lives are miserable, and they always have been. You never want to ask these people how they are … they might tell you! What these hurting people can’t acknowledge is that they have enough energy to speak and clarity of mind to share their opinion. They are clothed. They probably ate breakfast or lunch. They may have bathed and slept in a bed. 
There are times when we dwell in self-pity, when our egos are totally in control, and there is no room for the light of God. We will not hear of anything in our lives that is good. We are anxious about everything and do not take the time to be thankful. Indeed, there is no room in our hearts for gratitude when we are filled will self-pity, fear, and negativity. 

But we don’t have to stay there.  When life gives us 100 reasons to cry let us respond with 1000 reasons to smile and be grateful.
In the Bible peace and contentment are often the fruits of a thankful heart, as our verse today illustrates. One inexorably follows the other: When we make an effort to be grateful we experience more peace.  Things don’t bother us as much, because we start to see how all things fit together to make a whole; we are part of that completeness, and what we experience is part of the wholeness and perfection of God. When we can release our anxiety about anything and to give thanks for everything, then we will know the peace that transcends all understanding. 

I pray that this week, and all of our days, is filled by Christ with calm, with peace, with contentment; and I pray for each of you a spectacularly happy thanksgiving. 
Let us pray….
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