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Living in Thanksgiving

November 23rd, 2008

Can you believe Thanksgiving is only a few days away?  Part of me is still wondering what happened to the summer! 

· Actually, I think the reason why Thanksgiving sneaks up on me each year is the reason why I like it so much…

· And that’s because it's probably the least commercialized of all the national holidays. 

· I mean… the stores cash in on Halloween, Christmas, Valentine's Day, and Easter, but beyond the Turkey farmers, there's not much of a Thanksgiving windfall for retailers.

· We're not expected to buy Thanksgiving candy, or send Thanksgiving cards, or pass out Thanksgiving gifts. 

· In a sense, all this holiday asks of us is to gather together as family & friends to share a large meal… and to consider all we have to be thankful for.

I remember so clearly the five years we spent away from our family while living overseas. 

· It was always sad being away from our family… but it was especially hard around Thanksgiving and Christmas.

· But one way or another we’d make the best of it.  I remember our first Thanksgiving in Tajikistan… just a few months after we got there.

· With only a handful of us in the country, we all went to our friend Dave’s house who had just bought a big old Turkey from the local bazaar.

The problem was… he had never killed one before… and that was pretty much the only way we were going to eat one!  

· So, he took the axe and swung… missed by five inches.  He was so scared! But, amazingly, after a few more misses, he finally did it. 

· I, of course, couldn’t watch… but the next thing I saw was his dog running around with this Turkey head in its mouth! 
· One thing was for sure… that I wasn’t in Kansas anymore! 

· Actually, the biggest problem was that after they had plucked this big old turkey, it looked like a scrawny rubber chicken.

The next two years were far more civilized.   By that time the US Embassy was up and running and, since there were still very few Americans in the country, the US Ambassador would invite us to share Thanksgiving with them.  

· During those first few years the only thing we had to eat were potatoes, onions, carrots, cabbage, bread, and some sad looking beef…

· So, believe me, going the US Embassy to eat those huge Butterballs they had flown in from the US was the culinary highlight of the year.

We spent our last two Thanksgivings in our home in the village of Penjikent in the Zarefshan Mountains. 

· Since there was only one other English speaking family within twelve hours of us, I took it upon myself to find some Turkeys.  

· So, around September, I bought two Turkeys, a mother and her son, and kept them at my Tajik friend’s house where we would fatten them up before their inevitable demise.

We needed two turkeys because we knew we’d be having two thanksgiving meals… one for a group of Americans who were checking out our work there in Penjikent… and another, bigger meal for all our closest Tajik friends.

· Now, having two meals over two days was no big deal. 

· The big deal was that I decided that, when the time came, I would take care of the Turkeys myself! 

· Yes… with axe in hand, I would do the dastardly deed myself.  

· But… you’ll be shocked to know that, when the time came, I couldn’t do it… and had no choice but to hand the axe to my Tajik friend who took care of business.

To be honest, sharing Thanksgiving with than Tajiks always seemed like such a gift to me because, really, they are some of the most thankful people in the world. 

· In fact, that’s how I fell in love with the country back in 1991 when I first visited there.  

· The country had just experienced the beginning of what would become a bloody five-year civil war.  

· There was so much suffering not to mention growing poverty.  And yet, in spite of that, they always seemed to remain thankful.

No matter how little they had, no matter how much they’ve suffered, they never failed to pray at the end of every meal…

· They never failed to thank God for what they ate (as little as it was) and for the family and friends with whom they were able to share it.

· What’s interesting to me is that our own Thanksgiving holiday was birthed out of a very similar context. 

In 1623, when Governor Bradford called for a day of thanksgiving to God for all the blessings they had received…

· The truth of the matter was that less than half of all those who stepped of the Mayflower three years earlier were still alive.

· They had no homes & no government agency to help them build homes. 

· They had no means of transportation but their legs. 

· Their only food came from the sea & the forest… and they had to get it for themselves. 

· They had no money & no place to spend it if they’d had any. They had no games to play except what they made for themselves, 
· They had no means of communication with their relatives in England, no social security or Medicare.
· But anyone who dared to call them underprivileged would probably have ended up in the stocks, because what they had no one could ever purchase…  
· They had initiative, courage, a willingness to work, hearts of thanksgiving, and a deep faith in God.
Thanksgiving Day is a unique holiday. It doesn’t commemorate a battle or anyone’s birthday or anniversary. It is simply a day set aside to express our thanks… ultimately, our thanks to God.

· In 1789, George Washington made this public proclamation.  Let me read just a paragraph from that proclamation… (slide)

· By the President of the United States of America. A proclamation: Whereas, it is the duty of all nations to acknowledge the providence of Almighty God, to obey His will, to be grateful for His benefits, & humbly to implore His protection & favor, - and
· Whereas, Both Houses of Congress have by their joint committee requested me to recommend to the people of the United States a day of Public Thanksgiving & Prayer, to be observed by acknowledging with grateful hearts the many signal favors of Almighty God… 
· Now, Therefore I do recommend & assign Thursday, the 26th day of November next, to be devoted by the People of these States to the service of that great & glorious Being who is the beneficent Author of all the good that was, that is, or that will be…
But what strikes me… whether we’re speaking about the thankfulness of the Tajik people, or the Pilgrims, Washington’s proclamation after the Revolutionary war… 

· Or even Lincoln making Thanksgiving a national holiday in the midst of the Civil War on October 3rd, 1863… was that all these people were giving thanks in the midst of very trying circumstances.

· That in spite of their struggles… they never lost the heart of what it meant to be thankful. 

· And so, this morning, as we face Thanksgiving Day amidst the many challenges of our own day, I’d like us to look at a Psalm that was read by the Mayflower Pilgrims when they first reached Plymouth.  

They read this Psalm, Psalm 100, because it expresses in such a clear way the heart of Thanksgiving.  

· In fact, if you look in your Bible at the preface to Psalm 100, it simply says, “A Psalm of Thanksgiving.”  

· You see, they were committed to never allow themselves to forget God’s faithfulness… 

· Even through their most challenging and painful season where they would live on just five kernels of corn a day.

In fact, from very early on, the Pilgrims began a tradition, where, before their Thanksgiving meal was served, they would put five kernels of corn on each empty plate. 

· Then each family member would then pick up one kernel at a time and share what they were thankful for.  

· And so, with the rest of our time this morning, I want to share with you five “kernels” from Psalm 100… five reasons we all have for giving thanks to God this Thanksgiving.  (READ)

1. Give Thanks B/c He is God
We’ve already seen that David begins this Psalm simply by calling it a Psalm of Thanksgiving.  

· And yet, as much as David would want us to be thankful for all that we have in our lives, what He’s showing us is His own heart in expressing His ultimate gratitude and thanks first and foremost to God.

· For David, God is the centerpiece of everything that is good.

In his life, beyond all the incredible challenges he’s faced, he’s also experienced God’s mercy, love, goodness, and forgiveness over and over again.  

· So much so that he sat down one day and wrote this Psalm… 

· The expression of a man who understood who he was… issues and all… against the backdrop of this glorious, intimate God.

· That’s why, even though this Psalm is only five verses long, he speaks of God 16 times!

In fact, I love the way the name of God just stands out here in this passage.  Remember, that when you see the name “LORD” in capitals in your Bible, it is referring to God’s personal name, Yahweh.  And, if you remember…

· Yahweh is the name God spoke to Moses on Mt. Sinai in Exodus 3 after He says to him, “I have seen how My people are suffering… Go and set My people free.”
· Moses says in verse 13, “If I go and they ask what is your name, what should I say?” God then says, “Tell them, ‘I am the One Whom I Am.’”
· In Hebrew, that can be translated, “I am who I am” or “I was who I was” or “I will be who I will be”…

· Which is why the NLT translates it, “I am the One Who Always Is.”  And while that is perhaps the best translation of it, the meaning is even broader than that.

You see, the name “I am” in Hebrew also has the strong meaning of, “I am present”.

· So, when God declares to Moses by what name He should be made known to Pharaoh, what He says is essentially, “Tell Pharaoh that the One who Always Is has broken into the Present.”
· In other words, by simply giving us His name, God has announced that He has broken into history… that He has come to intervene in history… 
· To confront the bondage of His people and to redeem His people back to Himself.
We see this heart of God in Exodus 6:7 when He says, “I will make you my own special people, and I will be your God and you will know that I am the Lord your God who has rescued you.”
· In Exodus 34:6-7, God says to Moses, “I am Yahweh, the Lord, the God of compassion and mercy! I am slow to anger and filled with unfailing love and faithfulness.  7I lavish unfailing love to a thousand generations.”
· I mean, what could our response to this kind of unfailing love possibly be?

· It’s why David calls us to “Shout for joy to the Lord… to worship the Lord with gladness… to come before Him with joyful songs.”
And yet, in calling us to praise God and to give Him thanks, David was, by no means, oblivious to the suffering around him.  

· He understood that, for so many around him, giving thanks to God amidst their difficult circumstances would be a challenge in and of itself.

· Believe me, if David were here with us today, he would understand just how many people there are in our country who will struggle to find words of thanksgiving this week… 

· parents of our slain soldiers, 

· those living in poverty and sickness...

Remember… He’s the one who, after being told He would b/c king, spent years living in caves, fighting for his life.

· David lost so many friends, including his best friend, Jonathon, to his enemies. 

· Remember that when this Psalm was being sung by the people of Israel there was almost a constant turmoil and insecurity.

· The nations around Israel constantly threatened their national security. 

· Beyond fighting for their very survival, they dealt with wave after wave of droughts, poverty, and terrible injustice.

And yet, in spite of this… in spite of all the suffering David had experienced in his own life… He still couldn’t escape the glory and majesty of God.  

· In spite of the suffering around him… he still could not ignore the simple truth that everything that was good in the world came from God’s loving hand.

· And so, in his Psalm of Thanksgiving he calls us to shout… to worship… and know that the Lord is God and that His love will last forever.

· That’s why God Himself is the only place to begin the act of giving thanks.

2. Give Thanks B/c We are His People:  

In verse 3 David writes:  “Acknowledge (or know) that the LORD (Yahweh- the One who has broken into this present world to redeem and rescue us) is God!  He made us, and we are His.  We are His people, the sheep of His pasture”.
· Again, David doesn’t lead us toward a list of things we should be giving thanks for.  
· Rather, He is inviting us to set our gaze on the Lord and embrace our identity with Him as His children… "We are His people, the sheep of His pasture." 

You see, being His was something that moved David to worship… and that we’re His not b/c we chose Him… but b/c He chose us.  

· Twice in just this one sentence David writes that we are His! Malachi 3:17 says that we are His treasured possession… 

· And in Zephaniah 3:17 we’re told that as His treasured possession, “He rejoices over us with shouts of joy!”
In her classic autobiography The Hiding Place, Corrie ten Boom tells of the time she and her sister were forced to take off all their clothes during Nazi inspections at a death camp. 

· She stood in line feeling forsaken and defiled… but then, suddenly, she remembered that Jesus hung naked on the cross. 

· Struck with wonder and worship during that seemingly forsaken moment, ten Boom leaned forward and whispered to her sister, "Betsie, they took his clothes, too." 
· Betsie gasped and said, "Oh, Corrie, and I never thanked him." 
· You see, thanksgiving doesn’t require riches… just recognition of who God is and what He has already done in sending His only Son to die on that horrible cross… so that you and I could forever be His sons and daughters.

3. Give Thanks B/c of His Blessing:  At the end of verse four, David simply says to “Give thanks to Him and praise His name.”
Having helped us focus in on who God is and who we are as His children, it is right to thank Him for what He has done and what He has given.

· It’s what Paul wrote in Ephesians 5:20 when he exhorted us to “Give thanks for everything to God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.”
· Truth is, no matter what our circumstances look like, there are always so many things we can offer thanks for.
· For so many of us, this year has held its share of challenges… but I find myself more thankful… more thankful even toward those things I had complained about.  I am thankful for…

The lines at the supermarket…


The taxes I pay…
b/c it means I have enough to eat.


b/c it means I’m employed.

For the mess around my house...


My huge heating bill…

b/c it means I’ve got two wonderful little kids! 
b/c it means I am warm.

The scratches my kids put on my CDs... 
The piles of laundry and ironing…
b/c it means that I can hear. 


it means my loved ones are close by


A lawn that needs raking & walls that need painting...



b/c it means I have a home.

The spot I find at the far end of the parking lot...
b/c it means I am capable of walking. 

Getting here at 8am with the worship team and setup team…

b/c it means that, even though I believe we’ll be celebrating next Thanksgiving in our own building… that we have a good place to meet.

For those I disagree with politically… 
b/c it means we have freedom of speech. 

Weariness and aching muscles at the end of the day …
b/c it means I have been productive.


The alarm that goes off in the early morning hours…
b/c it means that I’m still alive. 


David wants us to realize that everything good is from God… and, if God is good… even if I don’t understand why there are difficult and even painful things going on in my life, I can still choose to thank Him.
· It’s not always so easy to be thankful… To give God thanks, even in the midst of the craziness of life, requires that we keep things in its proper perspective.

· Let me read a letter I’ve shared with you before written by a girl in college to her mother…

"Dear Mom: Sorry I haven’t written sooner. I broke my arm and my left leg, when I jumped from the second floor of my dormitory because of a big fire. 

· I was so lucky. A young gas station attendant saw the fire and called the Fire Department. They were there in minutes. 

· I was in the hospital for a few days. Paul, the gas station attendant, came to see me every day. And because it was taking so long to get our dormitory livable again, I moved in with him. 
· He has been so nice. Paul and I plan to get married just as soon as he can get a divorce. I hope things are fine at home. I’m doing fine, and will write more when I get the chance. Love, Your daughter, Susie
· P.S. None of the above is true. But I did get a "C" in Sociology and flunked Chemistry. I just wanted you to receive this news in its "Proper Perspective!"

We need to keep things in perspective… That even when life gets almost too painful to bear… we can, like David, give thanks to Him.

4. Give Thanks B/c He is Good:   

I heard a story about a medical missionary who served in India for many years. Apparently, he served in a region where many of the people were experiencing progressive blindness. 

· In other words, the people were born with healthy vision, but there was something in that area that was causing them to lose their sight as they matured.

· But this missionary had developed a process, which would stop the progressive blindness. 
So people came to him & he performed his operation… And, they would leave realizing that they would have become blind, but now, because of him, they were going to be able to see for the rest of their lives. 
· And yet, no one ever said, "Thank you." But over time, he learned that, in this particular Indian language, there wasn’t a word for “Thank you”. 
· Instead, they spoke a word that meant, "I will tell your name."
· And it was true… that wherever they went, they would tell the name of the missionary who had cured their blindness. 
· They had received something so wonderful that they eagerly proclaimed it… giving thanks for his goodness and all he had done. 
God’s goodness was one of those things David loved to proclaim.  In Psalm 107, David encourages us to “give thanks to the Lord for He is good.”

· He was a shepherd boy who b/c the hero of a nation. 

· A hunted fugitive who became its king… 

· a condemned sinner who b/c a “man after God’s own heart.”

· Even when he faced some pretty painful times, he could still thank God for His goodness… in fact, it was God’s goodness that sustained David through those difficult times.


That’s why he wrote in Psalm 27, “I would have despaired unless I had believed that I would see the goodness of the Lord.”
· It’s why he wrote, “Though I walk thru the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for YOU are WITH ME!”  

· For David, even if he couldn’t understand what God was doing… because of His goodness… David was still able to express his thankfulness.

One afternoon a shopper at the local mall felt the need for a coffee break.  So she went to Starbucks and treated herself to large coffee and a small bag of cookies, which she put in her shopping bag. 

· After a few minutes, she finally found a place to sit at a table where this guy was already sitting, reading a newspaper.

· She sat down and relaxed with her coffee and magazine in hand. After a minute or two she reached out and took a cookie.  

· And as she did, the man seated across the table reached out and took one too.  She was pretty shocked… and a bit miffed… but she decided not say anything.

· Well, a few moments later she took another cookie… and once again the man did so too.  Now she was getting a bit upset, but still she did not say anything. 

After having a couple of sips of coffee she once again took another cookie.  So did the man.  She was really upset by this… especially since she only had one cookie left!  

· Apparently the man also realized that only one cookie was left.  

· But before she could say anything he took it, broke it in half, offered half to her, and proceeded to eat the other half himself.  

· Then he smiled at her, folded his newspaper under his arm, rose and walked off. 
· Man was she steamed!  She couldn’t believe what this idiot had just done.  
Totally aggravated, she got up, left her coffee unfinished on the table and put her magazine back in her bag where she discovered her own unopened bag of cookies. 
· You see… there are times when we don’t necessarily see all that God is doing in our lives… but if you take the time to look… 
· You might just find that you’ve still been eating from His bag of cookies the whole time.
· Give Thanks to God…because He IS good!
5. Give Thanks B/c His Love Endures Forever:   David ends Psalm 100 saying, “For the Lord is good and his love endures forever… His faithfulness continues thru all generations.”
I think it was God’s enduring & endless love and faithfulness that brought me to the place of accepting Christ into my life.

· A relationship I had been in for several years had recently ended and I was pretty broken up about it.

· I realized that even as much as people may want to be faithful in their love, that love won’t always be there… whether the relationship ends b/c of one walking out, or death.

As I began reading the Bible, I came across verses that spoke of His unfailing love. 

· Verses like what we just read in Psalm 100… “His love endures forever”… and from Romans 8 that “nothing can separate us from the love of God…” 

· I realized that His love really was the one thing I could ultimately count on.

Even through his darkest days, Jeremiah wrote in Lamentations 3:22: “Because of the LORD's great love we are not consumed, for his compassions never fail.” 
· Even now, His love is the one thing we can always be sure of… 

· And no matter what happens, I know that He is with me and that He loves me… 

· that He is with you and loves you more than you could ever know.

· How can we not be thankful? 

In spite of the challenges that may be in your life today, like the Pilgrims who ate that first Thanksgiving meal, there are five kernels… five reasons we will always have to give thanks.

1. That the Lord is God

2. That we are His people

3. That He has blessed us

4. That He is good

5. That His love endures forever

They will always be circumstances that will make thanksgiving difficult.  But I wonder, this morning, if, in spite of what you’ve been going through… if like David, you’ll choose this morning to thank Him.







