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Grace, Mercy, and Peace be unto you from God our Father, and from our Lord, Jesus Christ. Amen.

“This year, it will be a Thanksgiving to be remembered!” She may not have phrased it exactly like that, but I know that every year that’s her hope. I’m talking about my Aunt Deby. With very few exceptions, she finds herself the coordinator, caterer, and concierge of the great Booe Family Thanksgiving. And I can tell you that each and every year she starts preparing the big event with the highest of expectations. I’m sure that in her mind she imagines the whole family gathered together, chatting with one another about the different lives we all lead, and then coming to the table to a perfectly prepared dinner where we eat, and drink, and be merry… She truly puts a lot of work into it. If any of you have ever had the privilege of planning your extended family’s Thanksgiving get-together – you know, it’s a daunting task. But, my Aunt Deby is always up for the challenge. However, I’m sad to say not once has it turned out in the romantic way I just described. I’m sure you’re not surprised… I imagine your family get-togethers are not too much different: some people can’t make it, others come who probably shouldn’t have, and people get along for a little while but then talk of politics and religion and other taboo topics take over. Each year, I feel a little bad for my Aunt Deby, who works so hard to make everything just right. I’m reminded of a line in a favorite movie of hers (and mine), “National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation.” Where Clark Griswold’s wife Ellen – worried about him getting his hopes up about the family gathering he’s planned -- says to Clark, “You set standards that no family event can ever live up to.” That’s my Aunt Deby, she always wants it to be a Thanksgiving to be remembered.
But in many ways, that’s all of us. When we think of “thanksgiving” we think of the holiday of Thanksgiving: about getting off work, fun family gatherings, big feasts with plenty on the table, and for some resting before braving bad weather and long lines to get to the best sales. After all, many of us secretly look forward to when it all will be over and the Christmas season can officially begin. In our minds we set standards that no Thanksgiving can ever live up to; it’s partly because we let our definition of ‘thanksgiving’ be influenced by advertisers, TV shows, and movies. Unless we come to terms with a biblical definition of ‘thanksgiving’, I’m afraid we are dangerously close to forgetting everything we know about setting time aside to give thanks to God for what He has provided. We as Christians need to take this opportunity to make sure the idea of giving thanks remains the focus of Thanksgiving Day.  I don’t mean cancel the big meal or call Uncle Ronald and tell him to not bother making the trip in. Instead, I urge all of us to make this a Thanksgiving to be remembered.
After all, the biblical idea of thanksgiving is all about remembering. According to our own selfish desires we tend to see every good thing we get as something we deserve, something we’ve earned. Maybe it’s the paychecks we get from work, the food we put on our tables, or our loving families and loyal friends – all good things that make us want to step back and say, “Wow, I’ve really done good for myself.” On the flip side, when the bad things come along in our lives; say, we loose our jobs or we’re barely able to put anything on the table, or our families and friends betray us, we step back and say, “I don’t deserve this! I’m a good person, why has God allowed this to happen to me?” or worse, “Why is God doing this to me?”  It’s a result of our fallen and sinful human nature to take credit for the good things in life and spread the blame around for the bad. We loose sight of what it means to be humble and to fill our hearts with thanksgiving. And, if thanksgiving really is about remembering, then our sins in this matter can only be described as forgetfulness. We forget all that God has given us and likewise, we forget all that God has taken away. If only we would remember, and in remembering – be thankful.
In the reading from Deuteronomy this evening, the Lord is speaking to his chosen people. The people he delivered from slavery and preserved in the desert. He tells them to remember how He fed them with bread from heaven when they were hungry and how he provided for them in that their clothes did not wear out nor did their feet swell. He tells them to remember how through trials of hunger and wandering he humbled them so that they would not foolishly rely on themselves, but quickly learn that “man does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD.” God tells them to remember the commandments he gave them which are keys to a pleasant life; a life according to God’s design. Commands which they of course, could not keep, which further taught them that they can only depend on God. And in the end, he tells them to remember where he is taking them, “to a good land, a land of brooks of water, of fountains and springs” that “you shall eat and be full, and you shall bless the LORD your God.” -- a paradise compared to the desert they’ve called home for so long. God is telling them to remember, because he knows that the key to thanksgiving is remembering. Remembering all the good things God had given them, even remembering the things God took away: the trials through which he strengthened their trust in him. He also calls them to remember where he is taking them, how he delivered them from the evil of slavery and now leads them into the promised paradise.
We are also called to remember. In today’s world, there may be many who think there is not much to be thankful for. Experts say we’re experiencing the worst economy since the Great Depression. Businesses are struggling, employees are in danger being laid off, and times are tough. This summer, Gas prices skyrocketed to over $4 a gallon!, so high some folks couldn’t even afford to get to work. The cost of living has risen. The gas prices may be going down now, but things like groceries continue to cost more. Just ask Cora, our Record’s Secretary here at St. John’s – she’ll tell you that demands for our food bank have grown to the point where we have to put people on waiting lists… //

We as a society are experiencing the results of trying to make it on our own, the fruits of sinful self-reliance. Even our government is discovering that billion-dollar-bail-outs are not really the answer to the underlying problem; which is that we are a people living well above its means, living on credit and the hope of future success, casting aside the daily bread God gives us in hopes for a bigger payout tomorrow. // We are reaping what we have sown by bowing down to the golden idol of the “American Dream,” that vain idea that so long as you work hard enough, and believe in yourself, you can make it in this world without anyone’s help.
Nevertheless, if we were to examine the situation we’ve made for ourselves according to Scripture, we may just see God’s gracious hand at work to rescue us. Though God is not to be blamed for the mess we’ve gotten ourselves into, it does not mean that he can not use it for his good and gracious will. God wants us to know what the Apostle Paul is talking about when he says, “I know how to be brought low, and I know how to abound. In any and every circumstance, I have learned the secret of facing plenty and hunger, abundance and need.” What is that secret? It’s that “We can do all things through He who strengthens us.” The contentment St. Paul is speaking of comes from the knowledge that “Man does not live by bread alone, but by every Word that comes from the mouth of the LORD.”  Now the Old Testament story hits home… suddenly ears perk up… it seems that the Bible might just speak to our 21st century problems. In many ways, we could say that God has allowed these things to happen to us, for the same reason he allowed for them to happen to Israelites in the desert, so that we might remember. In these turbulent times we need to remember that it is not by our own strength that we live good and decent lives, but that it is God who preserves us in every need. We need to remember that God is the source of all goodness – our jobs, food, family, and friends, taking no credit for ourselves, and then we’ll see how even when we are brought low it is so that we recognize that God is in control. If only we would remember, and in remembering – be thankful.

It shouldn’t be hard to remember all the wonderful things God has given us, even in the midst of today’s worldly woes. God has given us relative peace and security, he has given us life and opportunity, he blesses us with everything we need – even if it may not include everything we want. Like the Israelites who readily praised God when things were going their way, we find it easy to be thankful when God gives us good things in life. 

The good news is that Christians can be thankful for more than what God gives us; we can also be thankful for those things which God takes away. It’s a hard thing to understand, but even when God withholds good things from us, He has His righteous purpose in mind. In light of the trouble we’ve gotten ourselves into in these last days we can hold fast to the hope that God will see us through, he will preserve us – just as he has always preserved His people. We know this is true because God has always been in the business of bailing us out of the evil we create. Since the first man and woman walked this planet, there arose the sin of self-reliance. Adam and Eve took hold of that forbidden fruit in the proud hope that they could do things on their own, make it their way, and had no need for God. But thanks to God’s mercy and grace he formulated a plan to rescue us from our wandering; from our forgetfulness of Him. Before we were even created, He had plans to humble us through the imposition of his Law, turning us away from relying on our own strength toward Him. Through this Law, God makes us meek and calls on us to remember that we cannot earn the right to stand in His presence. In His own time, God sent his Son, Jesus Christ to fulfill that Law, to live the perfect life of submission we are unable to live. Through faith, we can now see the Law as a precious gift of God, keys to a pleasant life according to God’s design. We see clear parallels between the lessons the Israelites learned in the desert about remembering and depending on God and our situation today. It’s not surprising since we share the same benevolent Teacher. We can give thanks for the things God takes away because by faith we see that He does nothing that will not ultimately benefit us. //
This year it will truly be a Thanksgiving to be remembered, because as He hung on the cross the One and Only Son of God, remembered you and me. As he uttered his last breath, your sins and mine, hung heavily on His shoulders as our God cried out, “It is finished” and died. In Jesus’ death God took yet more things away from us. He took away our sins, he took away our guilt, and he took away the punishment we so rightly deserve. Remember, on that cross your debt was paid, your sins forgiven. Jesus Christ willingly sacrificed himself as a blood-offering to appease God’s wrath for your sins. God tells us to remember the sacrifice of the perfect Lamb, blood by which He declares us righteous and holy. //

In Christ’s resurrection from the dead on the third day and his ascension into heaven to sit at the right hand of the Father, God calls on you once again to remember; this time, to remember where he is taking you. You presently face the wind blown desert of this life, where sin is crouching around every corner to devour you. But remember, God is preparing a place for you in “a good land, a land of brooks of water,” where we will thirst no more, and “fountains and springs” of eternal life. A land in which you “shall eat and be full”, where there will be no more hunger, and forever and ever you will remember what God has done for you and you will “bless the LORD your God.” The promises that God made to his people in our reading from Deuteronomy this evening were certainly a cause for thanksgiving to the Israelites. But thanks be to Christ, in these last days, we can see how these same promises will be ultimately fulfilled when Jesus comes to call us home, a gathering of the saints that sets a standard no earthy assembly can ever live up to. // But until then, that’s all we have… foretastes of the pleasures to come. So with God’s help we pray that we at all times will remember, and in remembering – be thankful. If we hold on to God’s promises, “This year, it will be a Thanksgiving to be remembered.”
The Peace of God which surpasses all understanding will keep your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.
