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“Thank You Notes”

“So now I bring the first of the fruit of the ground that you, O LORD, have given me.”

On this Thanksgiving Sunday, I look back upon my childhood and give thanks for a truly blessed upbringing.  I
never wanted for anything; I had a loving home in a safe neighborhood, plenty of food on the table, clothes to
wear and a roof over my head.  I never knew fear or uncertainty; there were no doubts that my parents loved
me and that I was valued by friends, classmates, and neighbors.  I had no reason to complain about anything;
but being a child, of course I did find some things to complain about. 

Specifically, there were three things I did not like as a child:

1. Dusting.  Since I’ve always had long arms, I was given the task of dusting all of the high shelves,
windowsills, and door jams.  I never enjoyed dusting and complained about it every week, but to no
avail; it was my chore, and I had to do it.

2. Brussels Sprouts.  I never have – and never will – enjoy this vegetable; but I grew up in a household
where you ate what was on your plate, so even though I complained every time they were served, I
was expected to eat what I still consider a most disagreeable vegetable.

3. Thank you notes.  It wasn’t so bad if I was giving thanks for something I really wanted (like a brand new
Tonka truck); but I was expected to write thank you notes for everything I received, even the socks that
my aunt gave me every Christmas.  I quickly learned that complaining was useless; so I sat down at the
dining room table and completed this most disagreeable task of saying thank you even when I didn’t
feel very thankful.

As we gather to celebrate Thanksgiving, we are often asked to consider all of the blessings we have received
for which we are truly thankful.  We may think of our families and friends, our homes, our occupations, our
nation – all of the ways in which our lives have been enriched and blessed.  As God’s people, we gather in this
beautiful sanctuary that is decorated with signs of the abundance we have received to give thanks to God for
this congregation in which we have learned about the love of God that is ours in Christ Jesus our Lord.  As we
gather at the Lord’s Table to receive the gift of God’s Holy Supper, we are reminded that “it is indeed right, our
duty and our joy, that we should at all times and in all places give thanks and praise to you, almighty and
merciful God, through our Savior Jesus Christ.”

But how do we give thanks if we aren’t feeling very thankful?  How can we celebrate Thanksgiving if our lives
have not been very blessed – if we have lost our job, or buried a loved one, or come out of a painful marriage? 
How can we offer thanks and praise when life isn’t going well, when all we have experienced is despair,
depression, and desperation?  How can the people of Haiti be thankful in the aftermath of Hurricane Matthew,
with hundreds of their fellow citizens dead and their homes in ruin?  How can families in indigenous
communities in Canada celebrate Thanksgiving as they grieve their missing and murdered daughters?  How can
victims of violence at home or abroad embrace the notion of giving thanks “at all times and in all places”?
How can we be thankful when there is nothing for which we can offer thanks?

The people of Israel may have been asking this question as they heard Moses’ teaching in today’s First Lesson
from the book of Deuteronomy.  The occasion for this passage is the Festival of Ingathering, a harvest festival
that took place in late summer and was similar in many ways to our Thanksgiving celebration.  



· “Set apart a tithe of all the yield of your seed that is brought in yearly from the field.  In the presence of
the LORD your God, in the place that he will choose as a dwelling for his name, you shall eat the tithe
of your grain, your wine, and you oil, as well as the firstlings of your herd and flock, so that you may
learn to fear the LORD your God always.” – Deuteronomy 14:22-23.

A gift of the first fruits of the harvest was placed in a basket and handed to the priest, who would in turn place
the basket before the altar as a gesture acknowledging that the produce belonged to the Lord.  As important as
the presentation of the gift was the confessional declaration showing how the land had been given to Israel’s
ancestors when they were landless and impoverished:

· “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.” –
Deuteronomy 26:5-10a

These verses can be described as Israel’s confession of faith, similar to our creeds.  It declares the story of
God’s actions that had shaped the nation’s faith.  Israel’s faith was inseparably linked to the land on which the
produce had been grown and elicited from the story of the past a message concerning the nature and purpose
of God.  “It was a message that gave assurance, faith, and hope for the future.” (Ronald E. Clements).  In this
simple thanksgiving ceremony, the declaration of God’s grace is reaffirmed as Israel’s continually renewed
confession of faith.

The “wandering Aramean” was Jacob, who had sought refuge from famine in Egypt, where his descendants
“became a great nation, mighty and populous.” But the blessings that Jacob and his family – which grew into
the nation of Israel – had received in Egypt soon became a curse as “a new king arose over Egypt, who did not
know Joseph… Therefore he set taskmasters over them to oppress them with forced labor.” (Exodus 1:8, 11). 
When the people cried out in the midst of their enslavement, “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…”
(26:7-8).  The purpose of recalling how God had stretched out a mighty hand to bring Israel out of Egypt was
aimed at showing that all Israel possessed had been given to it, and that as God had blessed the people in the
past they had the sure and certain hope that God’s blessings would be bestowed upon them both in the
present and in the future.  “God was Israel’s inescapable benefactor to whom it both had been and forever
would be totally indebted.  Without God, Israel was nothing.” (Clements).

Israel’s thanksgiving liturgy was more than a means of giving thanks to God for the blessings they had received
in the present; it recalled the foundation for all of the people’s offerings of thanks and praise, their confidence
that God was with them always and would surely bless them now and in the future as God had blessed the
people in the past.  It is the confidence that is declared when the people lifted their voices as one to “make a
joyful noise to the LORD, all the earth.  Worship the LORD with gladness; come into his presence with singing.”
(Psalm 100:1-2).  Such a song of praise and thanksgiving was not only sung when all was going well and the
people were feeling blessed; from what we know of Israel’s often-difficult and painful history, there were
certainly occasions in which the people felt anything but thankful for what was happening to them: famine,
warfare, exile, division, uncertainty, and many occasions in which they cried out “my God, my God, why have
you forsaken me?” (Psalm 22:1).  The reason why Israel could sing such a joyful and thankful psalm “at all times
and in all seasons” is because no matter what might befall or trouble them, they had the confident trust that



“the LORD is good; his steadfast love endures forever, and his faithfulness to all generations.” (100:5).  It is a
hope rooted in God’s revelation to Moses when he received the Torah on Mount Sinai:

· “The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and
faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for the thousandth generation, forgiving iniquity and transgression
and sin …” – Exodus 34:6-7.

“Steadfast love” (hesed) is as the heart of God’s very character, and is Israel’s hope that nothing will separate
them from the God who established an everlasting covenant with God’s people.  Even in the depths of their
despair that is expressed in the book of Lamentations, this hope in the steadfast, loving presence of God was
the basis for trust and hope in in the most dire of circumstances:

· “The steadfast love of the LORD never ceases, his mercies never come to an end; they are new every
morning; great is your faithfulness.  ‘The LORD is my portion,’ says my soul, ‘therefore I will hope in
him.’  The LORD is good to those who wait for him, to the soul that seeks him.  It is good that one
should wait quietly for the salvation of the LORD.” – Lamentations 3:21-26.

Thanksgiving has been officially celebrated as an annual holiday in Canada since November 6, 1879, when
Parliament declared a national day of thanksgiving.  In 1957, the date of Thanksgiving was established through
a proclamation which stated that “a Day of General Thanksgiving to Almighty God for the bountiful harvest
with which Canada has been blessed – to be observed on the 2  Monday in October.” It is a day set aside tond

gather with family and friends at our feast tables to celebrate and give thanks for the many blessings we have
received in this nation.  As “all is safely gathered in, ere the winter storms begin,” people of all faiths – and no
faith – are called to be thankful for the blessings that are ours throughout the year.  Yet there have been years
when giving thanks has not been so easy, either as a nation, among families, or as individuals.  During times of
war, it has been challenging to give thanks when violence and bloodshed have led to the deaths of many young
people, including those we will recall next month on Remembrance Day.  During times of family strife and
dissension, it is often impossible to gather at the same table to give thanks for something that no longer exists. 
When our personal lives are not going well, when our dreams have been shattered or our hopes unrealized,
offering prayers of thanksgiving may seem fruitless or even hypocritical.  It is often difficult to join in this
national celebration of Thanksgiving when we don’t feel particularly thankful for what is happening in our lives.
But it is precisely at times like these, when giving thanks is most difficult, that God’s Word shines a light into
our darkness to remind us of why giving thanks at all times and in all circumstances is not only possible but life-
transforming.  Israel’s thanksgiving liturgy reminds God’s people today what it recalled when it was first
celebrated: that as God was with the people of Israel even amidst their suffering and oppression in Egypt, God
is with us always -especially in our darkest hours.  No matter what happens to us, no matter what we have
suffered or lost, no matter how dire our situation may be, one thing is always certain: God is with us.  It was
the word of hope that the angels declared at the birth of our Savior, that “to you is born this day in the city of
David a Savior, which is Christ the Lord.” (Luke 2:11).  The child born of Mary is the fulfillment of the prophetic
promise that “the young woman is with child and will bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel” (Isaiah 7:14) –
“God is with us” – a promise that our Risen Lord confirms when he promises his disciples that “I am with you
always, to the end of the age.” (Matthew 28:20).  It is this promise of God’s abiding, steadfast presence in all
circumstances that gives Paul the confidence to assert that “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.” (Romans 8:38-39). 
Because we are “children of the Heavenly Father,” we give thanks in our sure and certain hope that “neither
life nor death shall ever from the Lord his children sever; his the loving purpose solely to preserve them pure and
holy.” (ELW Hymn 781).



One of the most difficult Thanksgiving in recent memory was fifteen years ago, as the holiday (both in Canada
and in the USA) fell within weeks of the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 that killed thousands of
innocent people.  It was a time of profound sorrow when giving thanks was the furthest things from many
people’s minds.  In the midst of the profound sorrow of that time, Pastor John Piper proclaimed these words to
his congregation in Minneapolis, Minnesota:

· “What is our hope in the best and worst of times?  When all around our soul gives way?  Our hope is
that nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ, nor even suffering and death.  Our hope is
not for an easy or comfortable or secure life on this earth.  Our hope is that the love of God will grant
us joy in the all-satisfying glory of God which will continue through death and increase in all eternity.”

While he did not live to experience the horror of 9/11, Martin Luther King Jr. knew that the evils of hatred and
segregation often left his community searching for hope and a reason to give thanks.  As a preacher of the
Gospel of Jesus Christ who knew that the evil of his age was not the will of God who is Lord of all people, King
proclaimed from his pulpit that the foundation for our giving thanks in all circumstances is our sure and certain
belief that “our God is able.”

· “At the centre of the Christian faith is the conviction that in the universe there is a God of power who is
able to do exceedingly abundant things in nature and in history… The God whom we worship is not a
weak and incompetent God.  He is able to beat back gigantic waves of opposition and to bring low
prodigious mountains of evil.  The ringing testimony of the Christian faith is that God is able.”

If I was able to go back and speak to that younger version of myself who was unhappily writing those thank you
notes at our dining room table in North Plainfield, I would encourage him to consider all of the reasons why he
should be thankful even if he was writing a note giving thanks for something for which he really didn’t feel
thankful.  I would encourage him to consider all of the blessings of his present life – his home, his parents, his
friends, his classmates, his church, and his neighbors.  I would direct his attention to the many gifts and talents
he possessed, and that his future – which would lead him in unexpected directions – would be a blessed one.  I
would caution him that all would not be easy, that he would face moments of challenge, defeat, and even
despair; but through it all, he would be in God’s loving embrace and empowered by God’s steadfast presence. 
Even those socks he didn’t particularly care for were a gift from someone who cared enough about him that
they were knitted in love so that his big feet wouldn’t get cold that winter!  I would tell my younger self what I
continue to tell my present self: that we can indeed at all times and in all places give thanks and praise,
because no matter what is happening in our lives, one thing is always certain: nothing can separate us from the
love of God that is ours in Christ Jesus our Lord. Thanks be to God! Amen.


