Matthew 6:25-33

25"Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing? 26Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they? 27And can any of you by worrying add a single hour to your span of life? 28And why do you worry about clothing? Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin, 29yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not clothed like one of these. 30But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which is alive today and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe you—you of little faith? 31Therefore do not worry, saying, ‘What will we eat?’ or ‘What will we drink?’ or ‘What will we wear?’ 32For it is the Gentiles who strive for all these things; and indeed your heavenly Father knows that you need all these things. 33But strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. 

Philippians 4:4-7

4Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. 5Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. 6Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. 7And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 

Giving Thanks

Of course, this coming Thursday is our country’s national holiday of Thanksgiving.  And you know, in light of the bashing that any tie between religion and government seems to get these days, it’s kind of amazing that the Thanksgiving holiday hasn’t been attacked.  But like the Christmas holiday, it’s such a part of our tradition and culture, I believe it would be hard to do away with it.  Likely we all have some familiarity with the origins of the holiday.  After arriving in 1620, the Pilgrims faced a devastating winter:  less than 50 of the original 110 survived.  That any lived, however, was largely due to the native people who befriended them.  When the following autumn brought a bountiful harvest, the remaining colonists celebrated with over 90 Indians in a three day feast of thanksgiving to God.  And if you think about the quantity of food required for 140 folks for three days, it was the Indians who actually supplied most of it.  They had deer, wild turkey, fish, beans, squash, corn, corn bread, and berries.  Believe it or not, however, they didn’t have potatoes, hot rolls, or pumpkin pie.  George Washington declared the first National Day of Thanksgiving in 1789, however it wasn’t until 1863 that President Lincoln proclaimed an annual Thanksgiving Day, but it was only 70 years ago that Franklin Roosevelt established the national holiday that we now celebrate.
As we’ve discussed these last few weeks, today we live in a fast-paced and secular world whose main focus is on consumerism.  Therefore, it’s not surprising that so often only lip-service is given to the holiday’s underlying reality, which is our response of love and gratitude to God for God’s continuous provision for our needs.  Like so much in our lives, it’s easy to get distracted from what’s really important.  Of course, there are embedded within the celebration of Thanksgiving lots of wonderful traditions with spiritual roots, such as a focus on family and also on the hungry and poor.  But even then it’s easy to get so involved in the holiday activities, even good activities, that we forget the real focus is on what God has provided to us.
Although in many ways it’s coincidental that our annual focus on financial stewardship happens close to the time that we celebrate Thanksgiving, still there is a natural tie between stewardship and thankfulness.  In fact, a couple of weeks ago we said:

[When] we live more consciously in regard to our true needs and motives, instead of being enslaved by our need to purchase and consume, we look to God as our Source, giving thanks for what we have; asking God to give us the right perspective on money and possessions and to change our hearts each day.  It means we decide to live simpler lives, wasting less and conserving more.  And it means that we focus more and more on loving and serving God and others, as we choose to give and serve more generously.

In other words, the more deeply we understand that it’s not the work of our own hands but that God is the source of all that we have, that God sustains us, the more thankful we become – not just as a passing recognition, but really as an attitude that naturally expresses itself with each new blessing we recieve.

And that’s exactly what Jesus was trying to convey to the disciples in today’s Gospel lesson: 

26Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they? . . .28And why do you worry about clothing?  . . . if God so clothes the grass of the field, . . ., will he not much more clothe you . . ? 31Therefore do not worry, saying, ‘What will we eat?’ or ‘What will we drink?’ or ‘What will we wear?’ . . . indeed your heavenly Father knows that you need all these things. 33But strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. 

God’s provision is unlimited and unfailing.  Often, this passage is used to illustrate our need for faith, that instead of striving for worldly needs, our primary focus should be on our relationship with God, who will undoubtedly provide us with those needs.  But when we truly understand this teaching, thanksgiving can be our only appropriate response for God’s goodness to us.  And for those of us who have entered into that kind of relationship with our Heavenly Father, understanding that God is the source of all things, we know that thanksgiving is actually a form of prayer, a form of our on-going communication with God.  In fact, in a widely used pattern for prayer, thanksgiving is one of the four basic types.  The pattern may be familiar to many and can be remembered by the acronym ACTS, which stands for adoration, confession, thanksgiving, and supplication.
What’s good about using this method of praying is that it helps us expand our relationship with God.  If we’re not careful, our praying can mostly become sharing our concerns about ourselves, our families, our friends, and others.  But God wants us to love him with our whole selves.  When we love God with our heart and soul, we do adore him and are so thankful.  Confession helps us continually work on removing those things both God and we know we need to get out of our lives.  Continually setting them in front of God allows his light to shine in the dark places of our lives and draws us steadily forward, allowing the darker things to fall away.  And supplication is about sharing our concerns.  God wants us to do that, just not exclusively.
It’s interesting that of these four, only thanksgiving has its own national holiday.  Two of the others, however, do have a focus during the Christian year.  Adoration is a common theme during the Advent season, as we think about the birth of the Christ-child, and we remember the shepherds and wise men that came to pay homage to him.  We even sing, “Come let us adore him.”  And repentance and confession is a common theme during the season of Lent as we prepare ourselves to experience the forgiveness and rebirth made available to us by Jesus Christ through the Easter resurrection.
Of course, thanksgiving isn’t simply an annual event.  But still, I believe having a national holiday to focus on giving thanks to God is a good thing, to bring that practice and need into the public consciousness.  And as Christians, it’s our responsibility to remind the culture of its true meaning.
Thanksgiving has been one way humans have expressed their relationship to God since the beginning of the Hebrew religion.  For instance, in Second Chronicles we hear that:
It was the duty of the trumpeters and singers to make themselves heard in unison in praise and thanksgiving to the Lord, and when the song was raised, with trumpets and cymbals and other musical instruments, in praise to the Lord, "For he is good, his steadfast love endures forever."

The word, thanksgiving, is heard most often in the Psalms, where it’s used as many times as in the entire New Testament.  

I will praise the name of God with a song; I will magnify him with thanksgiving. (Ps 69:30)
Let us come into his presence with thanksgiving; let us make a joyful noise to him with songs of praise! (Ps 95:2)
And as we heard in our Call to Worship:

Enter his gates with thanksgiving, and his courts with praise. Give thanks to him, bless his name. (Ps 100:4)
It’s somewhat surprising, though, that the word thanksgiving isn’t used in any of the Gospels.  Jesus did, however, repeatedly give thanks.  It was a word he would always use in relation to the giving of food to others and in the sacramental actions of breaking the bread and sharing the cup, recognizing and thanking the true Provider.

The Missouri Conference of the United Methodist Church has a partnership with the churches of Mozambique, and as part of that, we have a partnership with the church community of Salatiel Guambe.  We actually pay the pastor’s salary, who earns less than $1000 per year.  We recently received a letter from Pastor Nhamposse in which she talks about the “absolute poverty” of her village.  They want to build a permanent structure for worship and to renovate the parsonage.  She proudly mentions that they have already purchased 10 zinc sheets, I assume for the roof, and have “manufactured” a few concrete blocks.  For those of us living in the material abundance of our country, the reality that Pastor Nhamposse depicts is unimaginable.  We might think conditions of extreme poverty would cause depression and despair.  And yet her letter speaks of an absolute focus on bringing people to God, their church groups that go out into their communities to spread the good news, being empowered by God to make true disciples, the joy of witnessing the participation of children, and the love of God.  These people live out their faith in God daily despite the harsh living conditions.  To me they embody Jesus’ teachings in today’s lesson.
A few years ago, the coordinator of the Mozambique partnership, Carol Kreamer, spoke at our church and told of how the people throughout Mozambique bring their offerings forward at each worship service.  Although monetarily, these people are very poor, still offering is a time of high joy and thanksgiving as the people take turns and literally dance toward the front of the church to lay at the altar whatever gifts they can bring.  Their real understanding of God’s continuous provision does produce joy and thanksgiving.  If you were here, you may remember that we brought our offering forward in Mozambiquan style that morning, singing as we came.  Carol gave us this basket as a symbol and reminder of the thanksgiving of this people.
It’s ironic that although our country has been abundantly blessed materially, we don’t often see the joy of thanksgiving that Carol describes.  I can’t help but wonder if our material abundance doesn’t somehow tend to blind us to the source of that abundance – it’s easier for us to take the credit – which inhibits our ability to experience spiritual abundance.  I believe we can use the example of Mozambiquan thanksgiving as a kind of measuring stick.  How do we express our thanksgiving to God in a real and tangible way?  How deeply is that thanksgiving expressed?
I’m reminded of Jesus’ parable about the servant who owed an enormous debt, a fortune really, to his master.  His master came to collect and, when the servant didn’t have the funds, ordered that the servant, his wife and children be sold to repay the debt.  The servant fell on his knees, saying, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.’ Out of pity for him, the master released him and forgave him the debt.  A little while later the same servant ran into a fellow servant who owed him a small sum, a minute fraction of what he had owed, but he seized this other fellow by the throat and said,  ‘Pay me what you owe.’  This fellow servant fell down and pleaded with him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you.’ But the first servant refused; he instead had him thrown into prison until he repaid the debt.

Our master has absolved each of us of a tremendous debt.  No matter where we’ve been or what we’ve done, our sins are forgiven through our relationship with Jesus Christ.  We each owe a debt of gratitude that could never be repaid.  But, thankfully, through the sacrifice of our Lord Jesus, our debt has been forgiven.  Unfortunately, we can too often be like the first servant, focused on our own small concerns, focused on getting our share, and forgetting what God through our Lord Jesus has done for us, forgetting that God will provide for our needs. 
Our New Testament lesson from Philippians reinforces the theme of our Gospel lesson.  It’s short and I’d like to read it again:
4Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. 5Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near.  6Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.  7And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

Do you hear echoes of our Gospel lesson?  “The Lord is near.  Do not worry about anything.”  Paul reinforces the notion that God does provide for all of our needs, so in everything we should make our prayers known to God.  But here Paul also ties the idea of thanksgiving to supplication: “in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.”  To me this stretches our thinking.  It’s certainly not unusual to give thanks for blessings we’ve received, especially in matters of great importance.  Those kinds of prayers can be almost automatic, for instance when a loved one is cured or after escape from a near tragedy, we might pray: “Thank you God for delivering me or for delivering my family.”  But what I hear Paul saying here is that when we make our requests known to God, we should give thanks in advance!  
Now that’s not the way we humans usually work, is it?  Our thank-you’s are normally given after having received something – not before!  And yet for those who have a relationship with God through our Lord Jesus, thanking God in advance does make sense, because we know the rest of the story.  We know that Jesus has won the victory.  We know that regardless of the outcome in the short term, our future is secure.  We know the great debt for which we have been forgiven.  We know that God provides for all of our needs.  It is in the knowing of these things - really knowing, as I often say, not just a head kind of intellectual knowledge, but truly understanding and knowing in our hearts that God does love and forgive us, that God does provide for us - that kind of knowledge results in a peace which surpasses understanding.  So it does make sense to thank God in advance, to give God thanks that we are even offered the opportunity to enter into relationship with God that we might make prayers of supplication and know that God hears them and will respond; to thank God for the gift of his son, our Lord Jesus, through whom we have won the victory over sin and death; to give thanks to God for his unfailing love and certain provision.
In Jesus’ name.  Amen.
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