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Sermon notes for Nov. 21, 2010

GIVING THANKS IN A TIME OF ADVERSITY
When I was asked to give the sermon this Sunday, it came to me that it would have to be about Thanksgiving.  We always thank God at this time of year for all the good things he has given us.  It is a beautiful time here in Virginia and it is time for being with the family, having a special meal and enjoying each other.  This is a good thing and it is a wonderful time, especially for Christians who have so much to be thankful.

During this period, we reflect on the bounty that the Lord has given us; we frequently think of the first Thanksgiving when the Pilgrims celebrated a good harvest for the first time since they had arrived in North America.
But I would like to consider another aspect of Thanksgiving.  The scriptures we just read provide a different view of what it means to be thankful.  And this thought is that we should be thankful even in adversity.
This little talk starts with a “testimony” and originates from thoughts I had in the ICU at the Virginia Hospital Center – not right after the operation but during the infection which followed.

First I would like to say that visits from Covenant friends were high points of my days.  Many of you came and brightened my time in hospital.  I won’t mention names because I would forget someone but just to say that the number of people who came was impressive and made my stay in the Hospital much shorter.  The walls and ceilings of my room got pretty small when there were no visitors.
I often was awake for a good part of the nights.  I couldn’t move much of my body and had to lie on my back – and I, probably was woozy from all the various drugs that were being given to me.  I have to confess that I speculated in what the Hospital was trying to do to me.  Most of those thoughts were negative.  I had so many tubes and Ivy’s that I thought I might be being used as a guinea pig. 

I would begin to pray in a whining sort of way but strangely, every I began to think about my situation, my mind turned to giving thanks for all I have been given.  I could not shake this idea and my negative thoughts would become a prayer of thanksgiving for my wonderful wife, our children, friends, the Covenant Church, the many great experiences I had in my life.
I would try over and over to feel sorry for myself.  This happened almost every night but without “success” and by morning I always was sure I would successfully fight off the infection and have use of my back and legs.  This may explain why you all very nicely commented that I had a good attitude about my illness.

The experience got me thinking that thanks usually are for some good thing received but not always.
Looking through scripture, I came to Psalm 95 which must refer to the Israelites crossing the Jordan but still during the time when they were having many troubles.  The Psalmist notes that he had been “grieved by this generation” but in the second verse says “let us come before his presence with thanksgiving and make a joyful noise unto him …” 

I recognize that this celebration occurred after the prize was won but adversity had to be in everyone’s minds.
This experience got me to thinking about adversity and how Christians should deal with it.  As usual, the Bible provides much guidance on how to do this. 
 When we talk about “troubles” in Biblical terms, we usually think first of Job.  But we don’t see Job using the word “thanks” or thanksgiving” during the time of trouble.  He questions why bad things should happen to him – and in fact comes close to complaining about his problems.  He always does worship God, however, this is the rock upon which he stands.  His good life is restored but not necessarily because of his actions but because God makes it happen.  Perhaps the best lesson for us is that everybody will have problems – despite them we need to keep our faith in God strong.
The there are examples in the Hebrew scriptures of people giving thanks to God even in difficult circumstances.  Many of the “lament Psalms” begin in a negative way but end with reference to praising God – almost the same as Thanksgiving.

This thought occurs in many places in the Bible.  The history of the Jewish people is filled with descriptions of times of trial and disobedience but in most cases they found ways to glorify God – again a kind of giving thanks.

Perhaps the most notable story on this point is Moses’ last talk – the Song of Moses – to the Israelites before he went up Mount Nebo to die without crossing into the promised land.  Knowing that he was going to die and would only get to see Canaan, not go there, he opened his song with the words in the beginning of Deuteronomy Chapter 32:

“… I will publish the name of the Lord: ascribe ye greatness to our Lord.  He is the rock, his work is perfect …”
Psalm 42, which we read today is one of many in which the author laments his situation but ends up by praising and thanking God.

From these stories and readings, I get a second basic idea – that no matter how we feel or what happens to us, we should always be thankful for our relationship with God.

I used to ponder on the thought that we each have a personal relationship with God and I wondered how it was possible for him to keep track of us individually, and I even doubted that he could do this.  But now, with computers that can keep so much information in them and which can act on that information, I accept that God knows us as individuals.  He must have a computer with characteristics that we can’t comprehend and I am sure that he does.

From this, I get a second basic idea – that no matter how we feel or what happens to us, we should always be thankful that we do have a personal relationship with God.

There are more examples of thanks in troubled times in the New Testament.  Perhaps the concept of thanksgiving was strengthened by the arrival of Jesus in our World but it certainly became stronger after he arrived with us.
Of course, Paul is the best example in the New Testament, and perhaps of all time, of how to give thanks while undergoing all kinds of pain and suffering.  In the 

II Chronicles scripture we read today, he details the tribulations he has endured but also closes saying he glories in his infirmities.
When I was in Cyprus, I had an experience that relates to Paul’s tribulations.  You will remember that he made trips to the island with Barnabas, who was a Cypriot.  At the far west of the island, in the town of Paphos, there is a place where tradition has it that Paul received one set of stripes.  The pillars to which people were tied for whipping still stand and I could almost feel the tension of what that day must have been like.

Paul always was working to strengthen the faith of his followers.  It was interesting to me that his letters all were of a nature to encourage Christians to continue their faith.  He always travelled with someone and worked directly with many Christian colleagues.
Perhaps the most impressive statement of Paul’s care for others and his thankfulness for them is the Book of Phillipians.  It reflects the positive approach he took in times of adversity as it was written while he was in prison.
There are many lessons from Paul’s experiences and writings.  First, his faith in Jesus is unshakeable, no matter what his situation – and some of them were very bad.  Ours should be the same.  Second, he understands that Christianity requires people to work together with one another, a good thought for any church.
Tradition has it that all of the apostles except John were martyred.  On can imaging that in going to their deaths they continued to thank God for the resurrection which they personally saw.
And the persecution of the Christians by the Jewish people and the Romans is just one more example of Christian travail.  I am pretty sure that even in those difficult circumstances they continued to thank God for the gift of his son, Jesus Christ.

I should not stop without mentioning, as we all know, that Abraham Lincoln was the first President to make Thanksgiving a legal holiday.  This occurred in 1863.  Despite the fact that the War was still being fought – with some of the fiercest battles yet to come, Lincoln was able to call on the people to observe a day of Thanksgiving.  His Proclamation says the idea of thanks in troubled times well.  I will read a small part of it:
… “I do therefore invite my fellow-citizens in every part of the United States … to set apart and observe the last Thursday of November next as a day of thanksgiving and praise to our beneficent Father who dwelleth in the heavens. And I recommend to them that while offering up the ascriptions justly due to Him for such singular deliverances and blessings they do also, with humble penitence for our national perverseness and disobedience, commend to His tender care all those who have become widows, orphans, mourners, or sufferers in the lamentable civil strife in which we are unavoidably engaged, and fervently implore the imposition of the Almighty hand to heal the wounds of the nation and to restore it, as soon as may be consistent with the divine purpose, to the full enjoyment of peace, harmony, tranquillity, and union.
In getting ready for this sermon, I realized that the idea of thanks in hard times has been with us for a very long time and still is a useful concept to help us today.  So, just to repeat the ideas I took from the Bible, from history and my own experience, I note that:
1.  Bad experiences happened to everybody.  It is appropriate to be depressed when these things happen but we should not let t hem affect our faith in God.

2.  No matter what happens to us, we should always be thankful to God for all he has given us, for the gift of Jesus Christ and especially for our personal relationship with him.

3. Christianity works well when one has colleagues – as demonstrated by Paul who always traveled with another Christian and whole letters all involve churches he founded and people he worked with.  Having friends who follow the same faith gives us strength to be thankful to God in any circumstance.

I will finish with a poem by an unknown author published by the principal of an elementary school in Nicholasville, Kentucky.  It expresses the idea of thanks when one has problems much better than I could or did. 
“Be thankful that you don’t already have everything you desire.

If you did, what would there be to look forward to?

Be thankful when you don’t know something,

For it gives you the opportunity to learn.

Be thankful for the difficult times.

During those times you grow.

Be thankful for your limitations,

Because they give you opportunities for improvement.

Be thankful for each new challenge,

Because it will build your strength and character.

Be thankful for your mistakes.

They will teach you valuable lessons.

Be thankful when you’re tired and weary,

Because it means you’ve made a difference.

It’s easy to be thankful for the good things.

A life of rich fulfillment comes to those

Who are also thankful for the setbacks.

Gratitude can turn a negative into a positive.

Find a way to be thankful for your troubles,

And they can become your blessings.”
Amen.
