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Giving Thanks
Psalm 92:1-4; I Thess 5:16-22

Last Sunday I talked about praise as a foundation for prayer, with praise being simply that--praise for the awe that God inspires.  Today we talk about thanksgiving--giving thanks for the gifts of God we see and experience.  Those gifts can be tangible such as health and material blessings or they can be intangible such as the indescribable experience of God’s presence.  And when we become aware of these gifts that spring from God’s love and faithfulness, we give thanks.

But what I want you to take away from today’s service is the notion that thanksgiving is more than just a thank you note to God.  On this Mother’s Day, let us remember with joy that Mom made us sit down and write a thank you note to grandma for the Christmas gift and by doing that, instilled in us the proper response for the gifts that still come our way.  But when it comes to giving thanks to God, much more is required.  Popping off a quick thank you prayer to God is a beginning, but with thanksgiving to God, it is not the thought that counts.  It is the actions that follow.

Thanksgiving is always mated with action.  Think about our worship service.  At what point in the service each week do we have the most action and involvement?  It is when the ushers move forward with offering and everyone who is able stands and we sing the doxology from memory.  Because we have been blessed with financial resources, we give a part of it back.  It is not sufficient just to sing praise with the doxology, thanksgiving for our financial health requires giving money.

How much we give back is dictated by our situation.  Jesus honored with widow who gave one coin, but demanded that the rich young ruler sell all his possessions and give the proceeds.  So if you have money--and I don’t think there is a person in the room who does not--you should be giving something.  And that something should not be just what happens to be left in your wallet after going out to dinner on Saturday night, but it should be a significant sum.  Proper thanksgiving requires proper stewardship.  And for those tangible blessings, we should be returning tangible thanks.

But the blessings of God in our lives are not always tangible.  The blessings of God are more than just money and material comfort.  There are blessings we experience, but find hard to put into words.  When we emerge from those dark nights of the soul I talked about earlier in this series and we know that God’s presence was with us even when we didn’t perceive it; when we come through a time of grief or illness and know that God has sustained us; when we overwhelmed with the blessing of love from a spouse and others in our family;  for these and so many more intangibles, how do we give thanks and make a tangible offer in return?

We do so be being a loving, caring presence in someone else’s life as God has been a loving and faithful presence in ours!  In other words, you give of your time.  Within the church, that can mean helping with the Sunday School, helping with the monthly dinner at the Frederick Rescue Mission, participating in our other mission activities, and so on.  Outside the church, it can mean helping with the PTA at your kid’s school, coaching a youth team, helping with the Odd Fellow’s ministry to seniors, or simply being a good neighbor.  You offer back.  The goal of our United Methodist Church is for all people who attend worship to be involved in some form of service beyond worship.

That is what it means, in the words of this morning’s scripture, to pray without ceasing.  We become thankful people and we live accordingly.  We live out lives of gratitude and we seek out tangible ways to express gratitude.

That takes discernment.  I’m not saying that you have to give to every person begging at intersections, but that you intentionally find ways to give from the blessings you have received.  That involves finance but it also involves time.  Saying grace before a meal is not thanksgiving if you aren’t willing to contribute food stuffs for WUMCO.  That was a shameless plug for our “others first” drive to collect food for WUMCO on the first Sunday of each month.  But let me tell you a secret--the collection basket is out there every Sunday; we just donate to the food pantry after the first Sunday of the month.

It also takes discernment to see God’s blessings.  Just as it is difficult to perceive God’s presence when we are in those dark nights of the soul or when we physically hurting or emotionally grieving, it can be difficult to see God’s blessings when things are going well.  We have become culturally acclimated to gift lists.  If you give a wedding gift, you go to the store where the bride and groom are registered and pick something off their list of desire items.

Likewise, we often make lists for God and if we don’t get exactly what we want, we can fail to see the blessings that actually come our way.  We need to open our eyes to the blessings of God and then respond.

So give thanks.  And then live a life as a thankful person, returning to God and to others a portion of the tangible blessings you have received and the gift of your time for the intangible.  Living as a thankful person is how we pray without ceasing.  Today, you can start with Mom.

Amen


