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Making prayer your second language
Thanksgiving: Learn to thank God
[Psalm 100; 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18 NIV]
In the beginning…
Across this land


-- in classes, at schools, churches and community centers --


people are studying ESL: English as a Second Language.

Who are these people?

Many are immigrants.

They come in three colors and from five continents.

They arrive with little education or a lot.

Some are dirt poor; others are filthy rich.

Why are they studying English?
Their motives vary.

Some attend classes because they see the value of learning ESL.
They believe that our language is their ticket -- 

it will help them integrate into the culture;


it will enable them to seize the opportunities this land offers.

Studies show that these people will succeed in acquiring our language.

Others, though, are more skeptical about the value of English.
They attend classes because they are curious


or because they are coerced.

They are not highly motivated to acquire our language.

Studies show that these people – more than likely – will fail.

As I’ve mentioned each week,


we do not offer ESL classes at our church.

During the month of October, 

we’re offering PSL sessions instead.
Can you see the value of learning Prayer as a Second Language?
Oh, I hope so.

I pray that you are able to see how prayer can be your passport –


how prayer can help you develop your relationship with your Father in heaven…



how it can foster your integration into his family…




how it can assist you in becoming all that God designed you to be.

This morning, we focus on the language of thanksgiving –


how to say “thank you” to the One from whom all blessings flow.

We’ve already spent one session learning the language of adoration.
In that lesson, we were taught to focus on God – who he is –

and then praise (or compliment) him.

“Lord, you are so creative!”
“How wonderful that you never tell lies; 

you certainly can be trusted.”

“And all the languages you understand –


you’re the multilingual champion of the universe!”

That’s the language of adoration.

The language of thanksgiving is different.

As we learn to speak this language,


we focus on ourselves – who we are and what we have --



then thank God for what he does for us…what he gives to us.
Would you like an example of this language?

How about the song that some families sing before their meals?

“For health and strength and daily food,



we give you thanks, O Lord.”

We look at the good health we enjoy --

how we live longer than most people on this planet.

We think of the strength we discover –


how we are able to deal with all the changes and chances of life.

We consider the food we savor –


how we have so many choices 
in our supermarkets and on our six-page restaurant menus.

What can we say – or sing – 

but “we give you thanks, O Lord”?
In another song – one that we heard only moments ago – 

we were told that we need to learn both languages:
how to praise God and how to thank him.

The writer of Psalm 100 urges us:


Enter his gates with thanksgiving and his courts with praise;



give thanks to him and praise his name.  [Psalm 100:4 NIV]
Learn to thank God
1)  Why must I?

As I mentioned, we’ve already spent one session 
learning the language of praise.

Now we need to study the language of thanksgiving.

You could be forgiven for thinking that this lesson is superfluous.

Why in the world do you and I need to learn how to say “thank you”?

Shouldn’t that be our regular response to God

for the privilege of living in these United States?

Our national holiday – Thanksgiving – is still more than a month away.

But already we can find articles about how fortunate we are.

This past week, I ran across one entitled “You are blessed”.

I only need to read a sentence or two:


“If you have food in your refrigerator, clothes on your back,



a roof over your head and a place to sleep,




you are richer than 75% of the people in this world.


If you have money in the bank, in your wallet,



and spare change in a dish somewhere,




you are among the top 8% of this world’s wealthy.”

Certainly, you and I – as American Christians – 

don’t need to learn the language of thanksgiving!
Or do we?

Let me ask you this:

How many times did you say “thank you” to God during the past week?

I contend that saying thanks 

doesn’t come all that naturally.
If you’ve ever traveled to a country where street children beg,


you know what I mean.

If you respond to a child’s cry with a little cash,


you won’t be thanked. 

More often than not, they just grab your money and run.

But can you blame them?

After all, who is there to teach them to say “thank you”?

Don’t our children also have to be taught this language?

If they’re not, they’ll assume 
that whatever they receive is theirs by right.
When a small child says “thank you” then,

it’s more a sign of good parenting



than a naturally polite kid.

No wonder our Father – the One in heaven –tells you and me 

to practice the language of thanksgiving.
Over and over again, he urges us:

Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good.  [Psalm 107:1 NIV]
He also says this:

Give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you.  [1 Thessalonians 5:18 NIV]
Do you get the point?
We – like the children we are – must learn to say “thank you”?

How can I?

But how?

To acquire most languages,

we need to master what are called the “four skills”:



listening and speaking, reading and writing.

When we learn the language of thanksgiving,

writing skills are crucial.

Only moments ago, ________ read Psalm 100.
We were able to listen to that lesson


because long ago, David – or someone like him –



wrote that prayer of thanksgiving.

May I make a suggestion?

If you want to learn the language of thanksgiving,

do what the ancient poet did:

pray with a pencil

What do I mean?

How about this?
Take a pencil…and write a poem.

Let it be your personal expression of thanks to God.

You say you’re not a poet?

Neither am I.

Yet all of us can produce a simple form of poetry called Haiku.
This type of poem comes from Japan,


but very young Americans learn it in our schools.
Haiku, you see, has only three lines:


the first line has 5 syllables…the second, 7…and the third 5 again.

Here’s an example:


“Thank you, Lord, for all.


For hope, health and happiness:


Thank you, Lord, for all.”

With Haiku,


“you can be a poet



and not even know it.”

So you don’t want to be a poet?

No worries;

there are other ways to pray with a pencil.
If you’re like me, you can’t remember everything.
What do you do?

You take a pencil…and make a list, right?

If you’re going to the store,


you make a list of what to get.

Well, instead of making a list of what to get,


why not write a list of what you’ve got --

what you’ve got from God?

Why not itemize all the gifts 

for which you can thank him is the giver of all?

If you need help in getting started,


simply use the letters of our alphabet – A to Z – as prompts.

Listen to these examples from a list 
that I found in a file this past week.

I’ll only read the first three: the A – B – C.


“Thank you, Lord

· for A: automatic dishwashers – they make it possible to get out of the kitchen before everyone returns for their after-dinner snacks.
· for B: the bathtub – the one place that allows Mom some time for herself.

· for C: children – especially those who clean up after themselves; they’re such a joy that you hate to see them go home to their parents.
(I suspect this last item was written by Grandma or Grandpa.)

This writing exercise should be a snap.
After all, we seem to love lists in this land.

In Hollywood, we have the A and B list of stars.

After every sports season, 


we make a list of the top plays and players.

What about the music industry?

Don’t they produce a new list – the “top ten” – every week?

What if you and I did something similar?

What if we took pencil in hand

and made a list of the top ten all-time reasons 
for thanking God because of what he has done in our lives?

Martin Koehneke – professor at a Lutheran university –

once made such a list,

not at Thanksgiving, 

but while waiting in an airport for a much delayed flight. 

He compiled not a “top 10”, but the “top 40”.
Again, I’ll read only a few…and not in any order.
Koehneke thanked the Lord for life:


“for the first step of a baby and the last breath of a loved one…



for the thrill of becoming 21 and the memories of a 25th wedding anniversary.”

He also thanked God for his family:


“for…a mother who prayed for me and…a father who trusted me…

for brothers and sisters who knew me well enough to hate me, but who knew 

the Lord well enough to love me.”

He wrote “Thank you, Lord,


“for students who fell asleep in my classes and awakened me to my poor teaching…



for the opportunity to do something important 
for Someone as important as you.”


He went on to thank God for the church:

“for pastors who did not lose heart when I was a prodigal 

and who acted like nothing had happened when I returned…



for fellow Christians who were what I wanted to be 

and whose example led me to serve with joy.”

He concluded his list with these words:


“Thank you, Lord, 



for the problem of a delayed flight and the opportunity to sit and be still…




for these moments to send winged prayers to you





before I am carried on wings to my home.”

If you compiled such a list, 

what would you put at the top?
I know what I would rank number one – 
grace;

No, not that beautiful girl, but that lovely gift…

that surprising present from the hand and heart of God –



how he rescued me from myself and my own little world at great cost




“not with gold or silver” as Martin Luther reminds us,





but “with the innocent suffering and death” of his son Jesus.

Near the top, I also would list my divorce.

Actually, I don’t thank God for my divorce;


that was my doing…and almost my undoing.

But I am grateful for the way in which he handled my divorce:


how he transformed something so ugly into something beautiful…



how we turned something bad into something good.

The “top 10” or the ”top 25”…

even the “top 40” all-time reasons for thanking God –


I urge you to make such a list.

I did it this past week,

and it prompted me to use the language of thanksgiving.

What’s in it for me?
Studies reveal that successful language learners

see the value of knowing the language they are studying.

What – we need to ask --

what’s the value of this language of thanksgiving?

Or, to put it more bluntly,

if I learn to say “thank you”, what’s in it for me?

I compiled another list

-- but it got too long –



so I only have time to mention two of the benefits.

First of all, I submit that learning to say “thank you”


can help us deal with the devil…



can help us turn his temptations into our triumph.


Think about this…


if you were truly grateful for your parents,



would you ever wish they were dead?


if you were truly grateful for your spouse,



would you ever be tempted to leave him or her?


if you were truly grateful for your abilities,



would ever be jealous of anyone else?


if you were truly grateful for what you had,



would you ever be tempted to cheat or steal?

Becoming fluent in the language of thanksgiving


can help us turn temptation into triumph.

It can also help us turn sorrow into joy.

In our second lesson for today,


that pastor named Paul seems to link joy with gratitude.

He first tells us to be joyful always;


then he tells us how: Give thanks in all circumstances.  [1 Thessalonians 5:16,18 NIV]
Let me tell you about a woman who did that.
When she was still a toddler,


a careless doctor made a foolish mistake 



that left this woman blind for life.

The doctor never forgave himself;


in fact, he left town because he couldn’t face what he had done.

When this woman was only eight years old,


she composed her first poem.

This is what she wrote:


“Oh, what a happy child I am, although I cannot see.


I am resolved that in this world, contented I will be.


How many blessings I enjoy that other people don’t,


so weep or sigh because I’m blind?  I cannot, and I won’t”.

Years later, this woman wanted to find the doctor that blinded her.

Why?  Because she wanted to thank him.

In her autobiography, she wrote these words:


“If I could meet him now, 

I would say “thank you” over and over again for making me blind.”

Who is this woman?

Her name is Francis Jane – better known to us as Fanny…Fanny Crosby,

the blind woman who composed hundreds of hymns.

Who knows how many people this woman has touched with her songs –


songs like…



“To God be the glory, great things he has done”




“Blessed assurance, Jesus is mine”





“All the way my Savior leads me”.

Fanny Crosby was a happy child.

She grew up to be a happy woman.

You can sense her joy in all the songs she wrote.

She didn’t curse God for the darkness;


she thanked him for it.
She believed it helped her write the songs that she did.

She tells us – again in her autobiography – 


“It seemed intended by the blessed providence of God



that I should be blind all my life,




and I thank him for this dispensation.”

The language of thanksgiving…


it can turn sorrow into joy.

It worked for Fanny Crosby;


it can work for you and me.

At the end…

I’ll leave you with this interesting – some may call it “strange” – thought.
From the evidence God provides in the Bible,

we know that he created angels.

We also know that he created these angels with feelings;


we are told that they rejoice whenever one sinner repents.

It even appears that God has assigned one of these angels

-- a “guardian angel” – to each of his children…to each of us.
Now, what would your guardian angel think of you…


how would this angel feel about you…



if you never learn the language of thanksgiving?
Why do I ask such a question?

Well, don’t we all know what it’s like...

what it’s like to be assigned to work with someone



who always takes us for granted…




who never acknowledges what we do?

What a bummer…

how uncomfortable, right?

So…?
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