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The Dinner Party

And Now Let Us Give Thanks
Psalm 116

November 24, 2013

Psalm 116: 1-2. 5-9. 12-14, 17-19  

1I love the Lord, because he has heard my voice and my supplications. 

2Because he inclined his ear to me, therefore I will call on him as long as I live. 

5Gracious is the Lord, and righteous; our God is merciful. 

6The Lord protects the simple; when I was brought low, he saved me. 

7Return, O my soul, to your rest, for the Lord has dealt bountifully with you. 

8For you have delivered my soul from death, my eyes from tears, my feet from stumbling. 

9I walk before the Lord in the land of the living. 

12What shall I return to the Lord for all his bounty to me? 

13I will lift up the cup of salvation and call on the name of the Lord, 

14I will pay my vows to the Lord in the presence of all his people. 

17I will offer to you a thanksgiving sacrifice and call on the name of the Lord. 

18I will pay my vows to the Lord in the presence of all his people, 

19in the courts of the house of the Lord, in your midst, O Jerusalem. Praise the Lord! 

In Huntsville, there are multiple opportunities for ministers to cooperate in ministry.  I draw a lot of encouragement, for instance, from the Tuesday morning group that I meet with.  Four ministers who originally came together to plan the Renovare conference last spring remain together for weekly mutual accountability, encouragement and creativity.  Another opportunity for fellowship and cooperation is the Huntsville Ministerial Alliance.  They meet roughly once a month, and every minister in Huntsville is invited.  There is never a month when everyone is there, the attendance fluctuating depending on ministers’ availability and desire to come together with others.  But this last week, I was privileged to attend the Ministerial Alliance after having been absent for a few months.  We met together around a meal—our own form of dinner party—and we gave thanks for the food and for each other and for you, the churches we serve.  And then after lunch, we engaged in a discussion as is our monthly practice.  The question posed to us by our convener was this:  “How do we, as ministers, get spiritual nourishment from the Scriptures when we are always plying them for our sermon material?  How do we use the bible for instruction and devotion just like we encourage you to do?”  The discussion evolved into a sharing of practices and disciplines, or sometimes lack of disciplines.  


One minister who works in a non-denominational church shared that occasionally, his bible study during the week does not yield a sermon.  He has trained his church to ask questions and contribute their own thoughts during his sermon time, and some Sundays, he has actually shown up for worship with no sermon in hand.  No need to worry, he said, because invariably, God will provide a testimony or a witness through someone else in the congregation and worship happens anyway.


Another minister, from a denominational background, was wide-eyed.  He said his congregation would never settle for that.  They expect a prepared sermon and they expect it to be served up every Sunday.  He told a story of a colleague in North Texas who came to his congregation one Sunday some years back and told them the Lord just hadn’t spoken to him that week.  He didn’t have a sermon.  And the result of that admission?  Well, he was gone by the next week.  He was out of there.  


Well, I was trained in seminary to preach, and serving a congregation means you preach every week.  That process involves starting with the biblical text and praying, studying, researching.  It involves much more of my time than you might suspect.  Presuming to speak a word of God into the world is no light responsibility, and I take that very seriously.  And although I am never going to be one of those preachers who just shows up with no sermon, I do think there is a time to let a sermon emerge from a different sourse than the usual.  Instead of starting with the text of the scriptures, sometimes it is helpful to start with the text written on people’s hearts.  And so it is that today is one of those Sundays when my primary research was not in digging into the ancient writings of scripture, but digging into the current writings on your hearts.  The fact that the writings on your hearts resonate so beautifully with the teachings of Scripture is just added delight to me—testimony to the fact that God is still revealing, still creating, still bringing abundant life into the everyday lives of God’s people.  


During the past week, I put this question to many of you.  “When did you begin living a grateful life?”  The question was designed to give pause.  It is predicated, you see on the assumption that we are living grateful lives, and so it had more than one purpose.  If you couldn’t answer the question because your life is not centered in gratitude, then there was the reminder to consider, “Why?”  No judgment, no accusations. . . just the chance to consider, “Why can’t I answer this question.”  One of you wrote, “Gosh, Cheryl, I have to ask myself, ‘Am I really living a grateful life, even now?”  And this came from a person who regularly reflects on the meaning of life and her sense of gratitude.  Another of you commented, “An interesting question.  I am not sure I have thought about this much.”

And then I posed a second question.  “Were there circumstances or events that enabled you to begin living a life of gratitude?”  On more than one occasion I ended up teary eyed at my desk or my computer as your testimonies came back to me.  I see God in you.  I hope you see God in me.  And the chances are that if that is taking place, it is because we are living through the lens of gratitude.

As we all know, Thanksgiving is coming up this next week.  This is a civil holiday, not a religious one, and there is a difference between the way secular society looks at Thanksgiving and the way Christians live into thanksgiving.  In the larger society, people will take stock this week as they gather around dinner tables with family or friends, and they will think about the things for which they are thankful.  The Christian life, or The Way, would have us do things differently.  A Christian life does not lead us to be thankful episodically for the individual blessings that we enjoy.  There’s nothing wrong with being thankful, you understand, it’s just that Christian thanksgiving is more pervasive than taking periodic inventory of all the good things in our lives and saying a prayer of thanks.  The Christian life invites us daily to feast at a heavenly table even as we live a very earthly life.  The Christian path invites us to live in a constant state of thanksgiving—a life of gratitude—that remains whether things are going well that day or whether it is a really hard day.  Christ doesn’t invite us just to be thankful for the things we like, but to live with eyes of gratitude that bless the warp and woof of life, the good, bad, desirable, undesirable, times of ease and times of difficulty.  Even a selfish person can be thankful for receiving something he or she wants.  Only a spiritual person can live in gratitude equally through good times and bad.  Many of you know this truth right well, and I know this because you shared your thoughts with me.

Several of you recounted stories of having been raised in families that modeled faith and gratitude for you.  Your families may not have had much in the way of material resources, but were very rich in faith and determination and love.  “My parents or grandparents both grew up during the depression,” more than one of you said.  

· “My Dad made $7.00 a week working in a general store and my mother was a Registered Nurse making $1.00 for a 24 hour private duty shift.”
· My Dad grew up in northern Canada.  There were nine children, no water on the property, and a log house with only a giant pipe running through it with heat from the fire.  The walls were wallpapered in old newspaper.  You can just imagine how cold it got in the winter.  My mom was from similar circumstances.  But they were not ones to complain.  They did not focus on having “the most” or “the best.”  They didn’t compare themselves to the Joneses.

· When I was growing up, we were poor, but I didn’t know it at the time because everybody around us was in the same circumstance.  I was thankful even then that we had loving parents who worked hard to keep us clothed.  And living on a farm with cattle and hogs, we never lacked for food, EVER.  My parents also provided a Christian home.  We only had church every other week because our pastor came from 45 miles away, but we never missed.  I had two years at a private Lutheran High School which came at great expense to my parents I now realize. 

· AS a child, my grandparents were great influences in my life.  They were young parents during the depression so they were thankful for everything they had.  Even thought they worked hard all their lives to make a better life for their children and grandchildren, it was their custom to thank God for all their blessings.  

· Some of you said that you would be willing to share your stories of how you came to live a grateful life in person.  (Testimonies of Alex and Anthony.)

Do you begin to notice a theme to these stories about living gratefully?  Do you notice how often the stories involve an awareness of a sacrifice made on someone else’s part?
· Another of you said that you began living a life of gratitude when, after a Disciple Bible Study, you came to realize that your offering to the church should come off of the top of your income and not the left-overs.  Experiencing gratitude allowed you to participate in the sacrifice on behalf of others.    

  When you think about gratitude, what do you suppose the biggest obstacle to living a grateful life might be?  I think it is entitlement.  If you feel entitled to things, you never have the grace-filled experience of being knocked to your knees with gratitude for what someone else has helped to provide.  I know I would rather live with gratitude than entitlement any day because I truly think that’s the nature of reality.  Certainly, the spiritual life calls us to receive with gratitude, not expect and demand what we think we deserve.  Some of your stories spoke to this theme.
· While I was raised a Christian, as a child and young adult, I took God’s grace in my life for granted.  I was a Christian, so I had a sense of [being special,] of entitlement.  And then my mom died.  She was my heroine for as long as I can remember.  Her life was not an easy one, but her faith was ever present.  It seemed to grow in the troubling times.  When she died, I was adrift for a while, but thinking back on my Mom’s life and how grateful she was for what little she had, I realized how truly blessed my life was.  It took the loss of the person most dear to me to realize how grateful I was for God’s grace in my life.  Gratitude came as a humbling realization for me.  I found that giving God glory and thanks relieved me of so much self-inflicted stress and worry.  Gratitude has allowed me to experience God’s reassuring peace.
This story highlights another theme that emerged as I read your responses.  It was the role that adversity plays in aligning our vision so that we live with ongoing thanksgiving.  
· I feel I have always led a grateful life, but it was really reinforced in the late 80’s during a very traumatic, many-years-long bout with cancer.  It was a very dark period.  But during this time, I came to realize that there is some brightness in even the darkest days if you look for it. 
· One person, reflecting on a health scare her family had with an adult child said, “All of us understand that many others were not as fortunate as we were [to walk away from this scare.]  During this time, I finally understood what it meant when God gave his only Son for me.  I can never repay that debt.  I will always be eternally grateful.”

· It was the summer before my senior year in high school when my brother died.  Before his death, he technically died on the operating table, but came back.  He told us he had seen Jesus and Jesus said, “Not yet.”  During that summer, he had to waste away from a 5’11’ 189 lb. beautiful blond young man to a bald, 78 lb. old man as cancer ravaged his body.  His faith and understanding of where he was going completely changed my life.  How could I continue to be selfish and waste my life when he had lived and affected so many people in his short 16 years?  I vowed then to start living an outward focused life . . . to be grateful for something whatever the day might bring.  I have never lost sight of my gratitude for God’s promise never to leave us or forsake us.  

· Another of you said that throughout your life when you thought it couldn’t get any worse, suddenly the sun appeared and you realized things happen for a reason—to help you realize that life is great.

· One of you mentioned that you had been thankful for years for spouse, children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren, but that a recent health scare reminded you that what you have to be thankful for is none other than each and every day.  That’s it—life.  Every day of it. 
6The Lord protects the simple; when I was brought low, he saved me. 

7Return, O my soul, to your rest, for the Lord has dealt bountifully with you. 

8For you have delivered my soul from death, my eyes from tears, my feet from stumbling. 

Gratitude is a spiritual practice that sneaks around the corners and invades our lives.  It is a good invasion.  It is the way things are supposed to happen when we live in relationship with a benevolent Creator.  When we walk a spiritual path, gratitude will be a by-product even when we are not focusing on it. 
· For me to put a time and date on when I began to live a grateful life would be impossible.  I think when we were young and raising a family, we were too busy to be grateful for what we had.  We just wanted to survive!  As we have grown older, accepted the ups and downs of retirement, and faced several health issues between us, all has made me look at my life and how absolutely amazing it has been.  I have learned to look far beyond the pettiness and narrow minded thinking of those few who have crossed my path and, at the time, upset me.  I am forever grateful for this life with which God has blessed me.  
· I can’t specify any particular time when I started feeling grateful, but I am grateful every single day when I realize I have a safe house, enough food to sustain me and a soft warm bed to go to every night.  

· In May of 1999, I read a book called Simple Abundance and began keeping a gratitude journal.  Each evening I wrote “I am grateful for . . “ and then listed 5 specific things, ranging from “homemade carrot cake with cream cheese icing,” to “adequate food and shelter for my family.”  There are periods when I am naturally grateful and periods when my attitude needs major work—days when I can hardly limit myself to listing only five, and days when coming up with 5 seems an impossible task.  


Yet another one of you told me about how difficult times had made a life of gratitude difficult for you at times.  “I do confess,” you said, “that during those [hard] times my faith was not strong, and it was not easy to believe that Jesus loved me.”  But life goes on and God is good, and we grow and things are revealed to us, aren’t they?  This same person continued.  “Everyone has some sadness in their life, but we don’t dwell on those things.  You don’t want to be a person who lives with self-pity. . . since returning to the church, we have found a [church] family that we can feel a part of.  Our Sunday School classes and study groups that we meet with have helped us to see with grateful eyes.  We know how fortunate we are to have each other, our church, our health, and our children.  When you realize that all of those things are from God, how can you not see through grateful eyes?”

How, indeed?  How are we not to see the world thorough grateful eyes when simple abundance is our daily bread; when grace unfathomable holds the moments of our lives together like glue; when we are never alone, not only because God accompanies us, but because we accompany each other?  When we come to this banquet called ‘life’ the only true response we can make is to give thanks.  
9I walk before the Lord in the land of the living. 

12What shall I return to the Lord for all his bounty to me? 

13I will lift up the cup of salvation and call on the name of the Lord, 

14I will pay my vows to the Lord in the presence of all his people. 

17I will offer to you a thanksgiving sacrifice and call on the name of the Lord. 

18I will pay my vows to the Lord in the presence of all his people, 

19in the courts of the house of the Lord, in your midst, O Jerusalem. Praise the Lord! 

