Giving Thanks

Psalm 92:1-5, I Thessalonians 5:18


A wealthy businessman choked on a fish bone at a restaurant, but he was fortunate that a doctor was seated at the next table.  The doctor quickly saw what the problem was, jumped up, removed the bone and saved the guy’s life.  As soon as the fellow had calmed himself and could talk again, he thanked the surgeon enthusiastically and offered to pay him for his services. “Just name the fee,” he croaked gratefully.  


“Okay,” replied the doctor.  “How about half of what you would have offered when the bone was still stuck in your throat?”  (parables, 22.8.7)  


He had a lot to be thankful for, didn’t he?


 And this little story reflects how a lot of people define thankfulness.  We are thankful when things end up the way we want them to.  


Paul tells us that we need to give thanks in all circumstances.  What’s up with that? Does that mean I need to be thankful for everything that happens?  Even if it’s something bad?  Or that I need to feel thankful about everything?   I think that’s unrealistic, and I do not think it’s what Paul intends for us.  I am not a pollyanna about thanks-giving, and I don’t believe that God is either.  I will not encourage you to try to feel thankful, when you don’t.  But I will attempt to explain how you can adopt an attitude of gratitude in all circumstances.  


In order to learn how to give thanks in all circumstances, you may need to get past a couple of obstacles.  One of those obstacles has to do with emotion.  Is thankfulness an emotion?  There are often strong feelings that come along with thankfulness.  But thankfulness itself is not an emotion.  A reason why many people have trouble grasping this is simply that life is such an emotional experience.  As someone wisely said, some days you’re the dog, and some days you’re the hydrant.  Emotionally speaking, life is a roller coaster.  Stuff happens—and we have strong feelings about what happens.  

One day a golf ball landed on an anthill.  The golfer prepared to hit it where it lay.  He gave a mighty swing.  Clouds of dirt and sand and ants exploded from the spot.  Everything but the golf ball.  It stayed put.  So he lined up and tried another shot.  Clouds of dirt and sand and ants went flying again.  The golf ball didn’t even wiggle.  Now, you’re thinking about the poor golfer.  What about the ants?  Two ants survived the holocaust.  One dazed ant said to the other, “Whoa! What are we going to do?”  The other ant said, “I don’t know about you, but I’m going to get on the ball.”  (parables, 23.3.4)


Stuff happens.  Thankfulness is not an emotion that arises from the events of our life.  It is more of an attitude.  An attitude of gratitude that is based on something a whole lot more solid than the circumstantial evidence of our life situation.  I’ll get to that something more solid in just a minute.


But first let me describe the other obstacle that often gets in the way of understanding the true nature of thanksgiving. Here it is: people these days tend to be somewhat jaded about their blessings.  They forget sometimes how very fortunate they are.  It’s kind of like the Israelites, when Moses was leading them from Egypt to the Promised Land.  As they crossed the wilderness, food came to be in short supply.  But they didn’t ever run out because God provided a wonderful source of nutrition called manna.  Manna literally kept them alive, kept them healthy.  And it was a gift from God.  A miracle.  But after a while, people got tired of it.  Manna for breakfast again?  People today, especially in our overstimulated culture, forget how very rich we are.  Forget that everything we have is a gift from God.


For the people of God, then, thankfulness is not merely an emotion.  It is not just a happy response when things go our way. It’s more like a deep-down solid-as-a rock contentment that enables you to weather the changing seasons and circumstances of life.  An attitude of gratitude.


Those who develop this attitude of gratitude find that this perspective of thanks begins to shape their life in a very positive way.


The writer of Psalm 92 says it is “good” to give thanks to the Lord.  The word “good” means right or fulfilling, and the idea is that it’s good for you.  God is pleased when we give thanks, but the primary beneficiary is really the one giving the thanks.  Let me explain.  I have read that thanksgiving is “the very mainspring of Christian living” (Richardson, 254) and it is the most “basic and lasting” element of the Christian life (Brown, 818).  That the opposite of an evil life is a thankful one (Brown, 819).  Think about it.  An attitude of gratitude points a person in a positive and uplifting direction.  Toward God.  The opposite attitude, one of ingratitude, bitterness and discouragement puts a person into a downward spiral.  Away from God.  Thanks-giving is healthy for you—like your Wheaties!  Only better.  There’s an old legend that tells about the barn where Satan kept his seeds.  The seeds of discouragement were more numerous than any other type of seed in that barn.  And they could grow just about anywhere.  But when pressed, Satan had to admit that there was one place that the seeds of discouragement could not grow: that is in a grateful heart.  (illustrations unlimited, 262)


It is good to give thanks to the Lord.  Good for you.  Good for your life.  Good for the people around you.  


But keep in mind, this thankfulness is not just being grateful for specific good things happening.  It’s about being grateful to God for God’s involvement in your life.  No matter what.  

There’s a story about a Grandma and her grandson that’s making its rounds on e-mail these days.  The young boy is very discouraged about his life.  Nothing is going right—school, friends, family, finances--everything is bad.  Meanwhile, Grandma is baking a cake and she asks her grandson if he would like a snack.  Of course, he does!  


“Here, have some cooking oil,” she says.


“Yuck!” says the boy.


“How about a couple of raw eggs?”


“Gross, Grandma!”


“Would you like some flour then? Or maybe some baking soda?”


“Grandma, those are all yucky!”


To which Grandma replies, “Yes, all those things seem bad all by themselves.  But when they are put together in the right way, they make a wonderfully delicious cake.  God works the same way.  Many times we wonder why He would let us go through such bad and difficult times.  But God knows that when He puts these things all in his order, they always work for good!  We just have to trust him and eventually, they will all make something wonderful!”  (story file, 20.1.6)


Or, as it says in Romans 8:28:  And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.


We need to be clear, though, about how this works.  If you don’t know beans about baking a cake, you could take Grandma’s recipe and come out with a burnt mess.  But Grandma knows how to bake a cake.  In a similar way, you can’t just expect the events of life to fall together in a good way all on their own.  What makes the difference is God’s involvement in your life.  


The things that happen in life are not always good.  But God is always good.  And for that, we are thankful.  That thankfulness becomes the solid bedrock to build our life on.  


The Psalm writer suggests that we put bookends of thanksgiving on every day.  And that is what I want to encourage you to take home with you today as a very practical way to develop your attitude of gratitude.  Thank God for God’s love in the morning and declare God’s faithfulness at night, the Psalmist says.  The word “love” here means God’s covenant love.  What we are thanking God for in the morning is that we belong to God.  Think about what God has done to make you a part of the family of God!  To what extent has God gone to create this relationship?  At the beginning of the day, thank God that you have a new day to experience this love, this relationship.  Then, at night, as you put your head on your pillow, and sink down into sleep, think through the day.  Where has God been in your life this day?  Where have you seen God’s faithfulness?  God is thoroughly trustworthy.  No matter what else is true, God loves you and God is for you.  And for that, you can be thankful.  No matter what. 


Here’s an example of someone who knew what thanksgiving was all about.  His name was Martin Rinkart, and he was a pastor in Germany during the 30-years’ War.  In 1636, his parish was ravaged by war, death and economic disaster.  In one year, he buried 5,000 people—an average of 14 per day.  To say it mildly, this was a bleak time in his life and in the life of his community.  One day, in the midst of this darkness, he sat down and wrote this table grace for his children:  (you might recognize it as a hymn)


Now thank we all our God


With heart and hands and voices;


Who wondrous things hath done


In whom His world rejoices.


Who, from our mother’s arms


Hath led us on our way


With countless gifts of love


And still is ours today. (story file, 20.1.7)  
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