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                           Thanksgiving
A question…some corn…and the conclusion
A question
He first lost his fortune…then his family.
Friends stopped by to console him.

“That’s life,” they said.


“Mortals are born and bred for trouble.”  [Job 5:7 MSG]
“Mortals are born and bred for trouble”?    

It almost sounds like a teaching of the Buddha.
It actually comes from the Bible.

And when Job heard it from the mouths of his friends, 

I suspect he said, “Isn’t that the truth?”

But then he went on to ask:


“Why me, Lord?”

Isn’t that the truth too?

We nod our heads in agreement


as we listen to Jesus tell us, 
“In this world you will have trouble.” [John 16:33 NIV]
We even have bumper stickers that proclaim this noble truth.

They say something like: “Excrement transpires”.

But when it transpires in our lives…


when trouble comes knocking on our door,



we also ask: “Why me, Lord?”

We look at others whose lives seem to be so trouble-free,

and we think:



“Some guys get all the breaks.”

Then we look at our own life


and begin to think we’ve been programmed for misfortune.

We sigh:

“Well, wouldn’t you know that this would happen to me?


If it weren’t for bad luck, I’d have no luck at all!




Why me, Lord?”
A fair question.

But this thanksgiving let’s really play fair.

If we’re going to ask “Why me, Lord?” about our burdens,


let’s also ask “Why me, Lord?” about our blessings.

If we’re going to wonder

“what have I done to deserve this problem?”



let’s also think:




“what have I done to deserve this pleasure?”

Why me, Lord?

This year – at turkey time –


let’s take a different approach.

Let’s do today what a poet said so long ago:


let’s “praise the Lord…and not forget the good things he does for us.” [Psalm 103:2 NLT]
John Witherspoon was a signer of our country’s Declaration of Independence.

He also was president of Princeton University.

He lived atop a place called “Rocky Hill”…not far from Princeton.

One day a neighbor rushed into Witherspoon’s house.

He told how he was riding in his buggy down “Rocky Hill”


when the horse bolted and the buggy broke apart.

The man, however, was not injured.

He asked Witherspoon to give thanks with him

for what he called “a providential escape from death.”

Witherspoon replied:


“I can tell you of a far more remarkable providence than that.


I have driven over that very same road hundreds of time.


Yet my horse never bolted.


My buggy never crashed.


I was never hurt.”

Why do we so seldom ask “Why me, Lord?” about our blessings?

Why do we so seldom appreciate 


what the poet called “the good things (God) does for us”? [Psalm 103:2 NLT]
We grumble about one day of aches and pain,


but fail to note the 100 days of good health.

We get upset over the fender bender,


but forget the thousands of miles without an accident.

We worry about 20 weeks of unemployment,


but have no sense of wonder over 20 years on the job.

 We focus on the fact the he left…she died,

and forget the 25 good years together.

Oh yes, many of us do pause to praise…


we regularly give thanks for the food we are about to eat.

But is that all?

Listen to what G K Chesterton, the great English author, once wrote:


“You say grace before meals.  All right.


I say grace before the concert and the opera…



grace before the play…




grace before I open a book…





grace before sketching, painting…






grace before walking, swimming, dancing…







and grace before I dip my pen in ink.”

Do you get the point?

You’ve walked in the wood…and beside a bubbling brook.

You’ve seen a stunning sunset…and a star-studded sky.
You have a pantry full…and a wardrobe fuller still.

You’ve felt her hand in yours…his around your shoulder.

You’ve watched a child grow up…a grandchild born.

Have you ever asked “Why me, Lord?”

It’s time for turkey…


and time to change our tune.

A song by Kris Kristofferson comes to mind.

Perhaps you remember the words:


“Why me, Lord?


What have I ever done,


To deserve even one


Of the blessings I’ve known?”


Tell me, Lord,


What did I ever do


That was worth love from you


And the kindness you’ve shown?”

“Praise the Lord” said the poet

“…and not forget the good things he does for us.” [Psalm 103:2 NLT]
Some corn
You may have noticed 

that there are three parts in this Thanksgiving message.
We’ve already asked the question.
Now let’s talk about the corn.

On his website, Bass Mitchell recalls an incident from his youth.

He was invited to Kenny’s house for thanksgiving.

As soon as he arrived, 


his friend Kenny ushered him into the family dining room.

The table was set…


but there was no food…



not even a loaf of bread.

Bass Mitchell remembers thinking:


“I never realized Kenny’s family was so poor.”
Then, as the family sat down,


Mitchell saw what you saw as you walked into church this evening:



five kernels of corn on each plate.

He thought, “Is that all?  I’m gonna starve!”

Mitchell also saw Kenny’s father nod to his youngest daughter.

Kenny’s sister asked, 


“Father, why are there five kernels of corn on our plates?”

The father then told the story of the first thanksgiving –


how the Pilgrims faced so much hardship 
during their first winter in North America.
The father reminded everyone 


how – for weeks on end – 
the Pilgrims were given only five kernels of corn to eat each day.
He also recalled 
how – after that harsh winter and first harvest –

as the Pilgrims gathered for their first thanksgiving,



they sat down at tables that had five kernels of corn at each setting.

Some Pilgrims, said Kenny’s father, saw the five kernels…

and thought of what they did not have;

But most, he claimed, saw the corn as a reminder of what they did have.

After the story, Kenny’s father asked each person

to hold up the five kernels of corn – one at a time – 

 and thank God for five blessings during the past year.

Bass Mitchell says that this simple ceremony touched his heart…


and the food the family later served filled his stomach.

Five kernels of corn…
(Hold up first kernel of corn)

Today, I thank God for my country.

Am I saying that the “good old USA” is the best country in the world?
Not at all.

A recent UN report actually bestowed that honor on Norway.

Yet this land which is your land…

this land which is my land 

was ranked among the “top ten”.

And whether deserved or not,

God has – as we like to sing – 

“shed his grace” on this land.

Many around the world would do anything to come here.

I don’t have to.

I happened to be born here.

Why me, Lord?
(Hold up second kernel of corn)

Today, I thank God for my life.
She could have said that I was charming.
She didn’t; she knows me too well.

However, several weeks ago,


a woman whom I have known for more than 30 years



told me that I have lived a charmed life.

She just may be right.

Living on both sides of this planet…


traveling all around this planet…



surviving an arrest in Kenya, dysentery from Calcutta, a street riot in Korea.

Changing careers four times…


all different…all delightful.

It has been quite a ride.

I couldn’t have planned it better…
but – if truth be told – I didn’t plan it all.
So again I have to ask:

why me, Lord?

(Hold up third kernel of corn)

Today, I thank God for my circle of friends.

Two men – one from America, the other from Australia –

they were closer than brothers to me.

People from around the world…


people whose different view of life has enriched my own.

People here in the Twin Cities…


people like you, the members of this church.

The young people of the congregation –

the young people who, on Wednesday evenings, 

are doing their best to help a senior citizen 

view life, not “the way it was” but the way it is.

Actually all of you who, over the past four years, 

have nurtured me…
helped me continue to grow.

I just don’t deserve that kind of treatment.
Why me, Lord?

(Hold up fourth kernel of corn)

Today, I thank God for my family.

My parents, who gave me the two greatest gifts of all:

they loved each other…and they loved the Lord.

My wife Karen,


a courageous woman who took a chance 
to give this guy a second chance.

My children…

Amy and Andy, now grown…



but who – along the way have acquired the best of qualities: 




a passion for others.

And, of course, Carmen –


Carmen, whom I did not meet until she was five years old



and who – ever since – has been talking… 

talking to make up for lost time





and talking to make sure I know what happens in her life.

My children –


who may have thought that Dad was getting too senile or too serious;



for last year – at Christmas – they gave me a toy…




this toy: a fart machine…




not the basic model, but the one with the woofer.

You know what?

I love that toy…love to play with it.

I’m not sure what that means.

Only of this am I sure:

no person has ever been given a better family.

Why me, Lord?

(Hold up fifth kernel of corn)

Today, above all, I thank God for Jesus.

No one has loved me so much;


no one has sacrificed so much –



would you believe he died so I could live?
And no one has given me so much –


he put me in his Father’s will…



he gave me an inheritance more precious than gold…




an inheritance that is simply out of this world.

Most amazing –


he’s done all this for me



even though he knows me…knows what a jackass I can be.

Why me, Lord?

Now you may think I’m bragging;


actually, folks, I’m boasting.

I’m doing what another pastor suggested so long ago.
It was that pastor named Paul who said:


Let him who boasts boast in the Lord [1 Corinthians 1:31 NIV]
I know I’m “showing off”…


but I’m showing off what God has done for me.

You can do that too, you know.

This evening, as you leave the sanctuary,


you will receive a small packet [packet].

The five kernels of corn inside give you “bragging rights”.

Use those five kernels during your thanksgiving dinner tomorrow;

use those five kernels to do a bit of boasting.

Even though you – like me – don’t know why he does it,


we can show what he does…



we can “show off” what the poet called 
all the good things (God) does for us. [Psalm 103:2 NLT]
The conclusion

A question…


some corn…



and now the conclusion.

The historic liturgy of the Christian church concludes with the Eucharist –

that special meal which God prepared 

to nourish his people down through the ages.

In the historic liturgy of the church, 

that meal begins with a prayer of thanks.
In the Anglican tradition, 


it is called “The Great Thanksgiving”.

Some of us may know the words of that prayer by heart;


others will need to read the words printed on the insert [insert].

You see, I would like to conclude this not-so-great Thanksgiving message 

with that “Great Thanksgiving”.

Please stand.

It has been said that thinking people are thanking people.

Let’s stop to think before we start to thank.

(pause)

Why me, Lord?

Five kernels of corn.

Isn’t God good to us?

And now, “The Great Thanksgiving”…
L:
Lift up your hearts.

C:
We lift them up to the Lord.

L:
Let us give thanks to the Lord our God.

C:
It is right to give him thanks and praise.

L:
It is right, and a good and joyful thing, always and everywhere, to give thanks to you, almighty Father, through Jesus Christ our Lord.

What a way to end the day…

not only Thanksgiving Day,



but every day.

“It is right, and a good and joyful thing, always and everywhere, to give thanks to you, almighty Father, through Jesus Christ our Lord.”

Let’s sing…
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