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“ON BEING A THANKFUL PEOPLE”
Philippians 4:11-13

I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. I can do everything through him who gives me strength.

I Thessalonians 5:16-18

Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus.

On October 3, 1863 President Abraham Lincoln declared that there should be an annual national day of Thanksgiving.  In his proclamation Lincoln talked about the blessings this country had experienced and said:

“No human counsel hath devised nor any mortal hand worked out these great blessings of our nation.  They are the gracious gifts of the Most High God...our beneficent Father who dwelleth in the Heavens.”  

And so, for 144 years now we have observed the national holiday of Thanksgiving.  I want this morning to speak about Thanksgiving, not as a national holiday but as a spiritual mindset to which we each are called.  Let me share three insights regarding thanksgiving as a spiritual mindset.
I.  THANKSGIVING IS A CHOICE WE MAKE
In our texts this morning we find a noteworthy testimony by the Apostle Paul.  Paul says, first of all, as recorded in the Philippians text, that he had “learned to be content whatever the circumstances.”  Paul found a way to have a sense of contentment about life whether life was good or life was bad.  And then he says in the text from I Thessalonians, “Give thanks in all circumstances.”  So, Paul first says he has learned to be content in life whatever is happening in his life and then he goes on to say that he has learned to give thanks amidst all kinds of circumstances – the good, the bad, the ugly.  

Now these are not just preacher’s words.  These are the words of a man who knew the difficulty of battling an enduring and painful physical difficulty and who lived under the constant threat of persecution and imprisonment.  Even amidst his great difficulties in life, Paul chose, with God’s help, to be content, to be thankful.
There was a remarkable story in the news just a few days ago.  It was about a farmer in South Carolina named Samson Parker who had to cut off his arm in order to save his life after his hand got caught in a corn picker.  Here’s a part of the news story recapping what happened:

"’The more I tried pulling my hand out, the farther up my hand went.’  On his knees, his hand stuck in the picker, Parker tried yelling out for help. No one answered. ‘Would've probably have passed out before anybody got here.’  An hour passed. Parker's hand went numb and he couldn't wait any longer. With a rod he was able to jam the machine. Then, Parker took out ‘the John Deere pocket knife I had - started cutting away at my fingers…’  But before he cut himself free, rod and machine started to spark. "It was almost like a gasoline fire - all of a sudden it went 'woosh'." 

His right hand still stuck in the machine, Parker used his left to fight the spreading grass fire around him. "I realized I was in trouble." And so, with the fire and jammed hand risking his life, Parker used his knife to cut off his arm so he could free himself from the picker and the fire.  Now I realize that’s not the kind of gory story you like to hear on Sunday morning.  The reason I’m sharing it is because of what happened after Parker got help and after his recovery.  Here’s what he said he did:

“I’m moving on.  I’m not upset with anyone or anything.  I came down here, had a prayer with God and the corn picker and me. Made it easier, made peace with it.  "I'm just thankful to be alive.”

Isn’t that remarkable?  Samson Parker might have every reason to rail against his misfortune in life, but instead he went down by the corn picker and had some prayer time with God.  Decided he needed to be at peace with God, with the corn picker, and with life.  The Apostle Paul said we can choose, with God’s help, to be content amidst the difficult circumstances of life and that we should choose to give thanks even when life is not all we want it to be.  Samson Parker certainly chose to be a thankful person.  So can you and I.
II. THANKFUL PEOPLE KEEP LIFE IN PERSPECTIVE
Our church, as a large church, like other large churches, is a microcosm of our society and our culture.  The issues, burdens, problems, and difficulties you find in our culture and society at large you find right here in First United Methodist Church.  None of us, as noted already, have lives free of difficulty and disappointment.  There are some of you in this sanctuary this morning who’ve had a difficult year.  Here in this church are…
· Those who’ve experienced the loss of loved ones, sometimes prematurely and quite unexpectedly

· Those who battle marriage problems and perhaps the question of divorce

· Those who’ve faced economic uncertainty and perhaps even the loss of your job

· Those who’ve faced a significant, unexpected disruption to their hopes and your dreams
· Those who’ve faced the distressing diagnosis of a critical illness
· Those who’ve had family issues that strained family issues
· Those who’ve found themselves struggling with the demands of life and the responsibilities which have been thrust upon you

Whether or not this list speaks to the issues you’ve faced this past year, I have no doubt there’s not a one of us who hasn’t had some real burdens to bear, some difficulties to face.


In the midst of our burdens and our difficulties, there is one of two things we can do.  We can focus on our burdens or we can count our blessings.  I know that sounds trite; I know that sounds simplistic; but it’s true.  We can focus on our burdens or we can focus on our blessings.  

I read some time ago about a psychiatrist who wrote two prescriptions for those who came to see him with psychological problems.  He first would write a prescription for whatever psychiatric medications they needed, per their condition, and then on a separate prescription pad he would write these words: “Count your many blessings, name them one by one.”

Again, I know it sounds trite and simplistic, but those who count their blessings, even amidst their burdens, keep life in perspective and when you keep life in perspective, you are much happier and far more fulfilled.  It works, with God’s help!
III. TRUE THANKSGIVING NEVER DOUBTS THE GOODNESS OF GOD

Our closing hymn this morning is a wonderful hymn titled, Now Thank We All Our God.  The opening verse of that hymn is:
“Now thank we all our God, with heart and hands and voices,

Who wondrous things has done, in whom this world rejoices;

Who from our mothers’ arms has blessed us on our way

With countless gifts of love, and still is ours today”

That hymn was written in 1663 by a German pastor named Martin Rinkart.  What makes this hymn so remarkable is the context in which it was written.  Rinkart wrote that hymn some years after the end of the bloody 30 years war that devastated much of Germany.  It was also written after the bubonic plaque swept through his small town, Eilenburg, and killed some 8,000 people.  It is said that Rinkart conducted as many as 50 funerals a day during the period that the plaque was haunting the city.  Among those who died was Rinkart’s own wife. 

Those are tough circumstances. Yet, Martin wrote this Thanksgiving hymn in the midst of all that. And he could write it because he knew that God was with him, that grace was sufficient, and that the future belonged to God.  Rinkart never quit believing, even amidst those tragic circumstances, in the goodness of God.

That should be true of each of us as well!

RESPONDING IN THANKSGIVING
The truth is, you and I have so much for which to be thankful.

Is life always good?  Of course not!

Is life always fair?  Of course not!

If life going at times to shatter your hopes and your dreams?  Yes!
But, is there much for which to be thankful in your life?  Yes!

Can you choose, in spite of your circumstances, to be a thankful person?  A person who is aware of your real blessings in life?  Yes!
Can you believe in the goodness of God even amidst life’s tough, difficult, even painful moments?  Yes!

Will you?  I hope so!
Among the many things in our lives for which you and I need to be thankful is the ministry and mission of this church, your church, First United Methodist Church.  You are blessed by being a part of this church and I am blessed by being a part of this church.  God touches our lives and the lives of so many others in and through our ministry and mission work here.  One of the ways we show our thanksgiving to God for the work of this church is to make our faithful financial commitment.  That opportunity is here for you today as you bring your 2008 financial commitments here to this altar and consecrate them before God in prayer.
Closing Benediction
Parts of Poem by Annie Flint Johnson

Part of Her Poem, “What God Hath Promised”

God hath not promised skies always blue, 
Flower-strewn pathways all our lives through; 
God hath not promised sun without rain, 
Joy without sorrow, peace without pain. 
God hath not promised we shall not know 
Toil and temptation, trouble and woe; 
He hath not told us we shall not bear 
Many a burden, many a care…
But God hath promised strength for the day, 
Rest for the laborer, light for the way, 
Grace for the trials, help from above, 
Unfailing sympathy, undying love.
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