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“When Words Aren’t Enough” 
Rev. Dr. Martin W. Hall – Preaching 

2 Corinthians 9: 6-15; Colossians 3: 1-17  

November 19, 2017 – Thanksgiving Sunday 
 
It was five or six years ago, now, but I remember it so well!  It was just before Thanksgiving, 

and we had just finished dinner and were cleaning up the dishes.  In the midst of cleaning up, 

however, Sharon and I looked over, and there’s Becca and Megan (all of 5 and 6 years old at the 

time), holding napkins, and dutifully scrubbing the kitchen table – making sure to shine every 

inch of the surface.  As we thanked them for their unsolicited and thoughtful (albeit not all that 

productive) assistance, Becca turned back to us and said, “This is how we are thankful!”  “What 

do you mean?” we asked.  “By helping; This is how we say thank you.” 

 

Now, before you get an extraordinarily unrealistic view of our household – this was a 

particularly well-received dinner, and no, this is not a picture that is often duplicated in our home 

– there’s reason I remember that moment so well six years later!  But, that comment has stuck 

with me, and surfaces again in my heart and mind, every year, at Thanksgiving.  “This is how we 

are thankful!”  I’m simply not sure that’s a consideration that gets enough attention at 

Thanksgiving. 

 

We all, at least for the most part, know the stories that make up the first Thanksgiving.  We know 

the trials and tribulations of the earliest Puritans, we understand the tensions and blessings that 

made up the relationship with the natives of the land, and we all have that storybook image of 

that first feast that we associate with Thanksgiving.  Then for us, as Congregationalists, many of 

us also know the particular meaning this holiday has for our tradition, as we look upon the 

Pilgrims as those who began our Congregational Way of being a Church.  So, we each know, at 

least to some extent, the story of Thanksgiving.  We know about the call to be thankful.  We 

understand, at least to some degree, that this is a time to pay particular gratitude to God for his 

blessings in our lives – even if those lives are less than perfect.  And, we get together, year after 

year at Thanksgiving, and we explore our commitment to be thankful to God, and thankful for 

God.  But rarely, if ever, on Thanksgiving, do we actually consider what it means to express that 

thanksgiving! 
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Do you remember those investigative questions we were taught as kids – “Who, what, when, 

where, and why?”  As I learned it, it was actually, “Who, what, when, where, why and 

sometimes, how?”  Well… 

o Every year, at Thanksgiving, we talk about the ‘who’ – the Creator God who made all 

that we know and provided all that we have. 

o Every year, at Thanksgiving, we talk about the ‘what’ – the profound gratitude and praise 

the God deserves. 

o Every year, at Thanksgiving, we talk the ‘when and the where’ – today, tomorrow, 

Thanksgiving Day, and throughout the year that is crowned with God’s bounty. 

o And every year, at Thanksgiving, we talk about the ‘why’ – because we can’t fathom life 

without God…because there is no life without God. 

 

But, how often, at Thanksgiving, do we talk about the how?  How often, at Thanksgiving, do we 

come up with something that allows us to look to God and proclaim, “This is how we are 

thankful?”  It’s really astounding when you think of it – that in the midst of a celebration of the 

limitless and boundless blessings God has bestowed upon us, in the midst of a holiday devoted to 

thanking God for His presence and gifts in our lives – we never really take the time to consider 

how we ought to do that. 

 

Consider that one line from Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians.  “This service that you 

perform is not only supplying the needs of the Lord’s people but is also overflowing in many 

expressions of thanks to God.”  I love that line – “Overflowing in many expressions of thanks to 

God.”  The truth is, as we all know full well, that there are many ways to express our gratitude in 

life.  And, the truth is, as we all know full well, sometimes saying ‘thank you’ simply isn’t 

enough. 

 

It’s a question we encounter all the time.  When somebody does something nice for us, what’s 

the appropriate response?  When somebody helps us in some way, what is the proper way to 

show our gratitude?  When somebody reaches into our lives with generosity and blessing, what is 

the reasonable way to reciprocate that gesture?  It’s an etiquette question that we examine and 

consider all the time.   

• Is it enough to just say ‘thank you?’   

• Do we send an e-mail expressing appreciation?   

• Should we send a thank you note?   

• Should we bake them a pie?   

• Buy them a gift certificate?   

• Have them over for dinner?   

• Have the kids color a card?   

The list goes on and on, and we even make rules about them.  In my house, growing up, we were 

always glad when a gift-giver was present for the opening at Christmas and birthdays – because 

we knew the rule in our house: if they weren’t there when we opened it, we had to write a note. 

 

I could keep going with all of this, but my point is that we regularly engage in this process of 

determining how to say ‘thank you’ in our everyday life because: 1) We know there are many 

ways to express our gratitude and 2) We know that, often, words are not enough.  We know that, 

at least for the bigger things in life, it takes more than words to truly show how grateful we are. 
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And still (and this is really my fundamental point for today), we come around to Thanksgiving 

and we remember those Pilgrim stories, we watch the parades, we eat turkey, we take in some 

football, and we talk about how thankful we are for God’s presence and blessings in our lives.  

All the while, however, we never have that fundamental conversation that we so often have in 

other areas of our lives – we never actually consider how we are going to express that thanks, we 

never consider how we are going to be thankful. 

 

Paul offers a few suggestions: 

o In the letter to the Colossians, he says, “clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, 

humility, gentleness and patience. 13 Bear with each other and forgive one another if any 

of you has a grievance against someone. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. 14 And over all 

these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.” 

o In the letter to the Romans, he says, “1 Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view 

of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this 

is your true and proper worship. 2” 

o And later, in that same passage, he says, “be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is 

good. 10 Be devoted to one another in love. Honor one another above yourselves. 11 Never 

be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord. 12 Be joyful in hope, 

patient in affliction, faithful in prayer. 13 Share with the Lord’s people who are in need. 

Practice hospitality. 14 Bless those who persecute you…Rejoice with those who rejoice; 

mourn with those who mourn. 16 Live in harmony with one another. Do not be 

proud…Do not be conceited…Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is 

right in the eyes of everyone…Do not take revenge, my dear friends, but leave room for 

God’s wrath…“If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to 

drink…” Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”  

o And, in his letter to the Galatians, Paul says that, “the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, 

peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness and self-control.” 

 

Or, if you prefer, we can skip the ornate verbiage of Paul go straight to simplicity of Jesus: 

o “Love the Lord your God with all your mind, with all your heart, with all your soul and 

with all your strength.”   

o “Love your neighbor as yourself.” 

o “Do to others as you would have them do to you.” 

 

We could keep going – it’s the stuff we talk about week after week as we gather on Sunday 

mornings – it’s the living out of our lives of faith in the world that surrounds us.  I’m not trying 

to offer anything groundbreaking or earth-shattering today.  I’m not trying to unveil some 

remarkable kernel of wisdom that you’ve never considered before.  In many ways, what I’m 

trying to do is state the obvious that I think we often fail to state. 

o Every year, at Thanksgiving, we talk about the ‘who’ – the Creator God who made all 

that we know and provided all that we have. 

o Every year, at Thanksgiving, we talk about the ‘what’ – the profound gratitude and praise 

that God deserves. 

o Every year, at Thanksgiving, we talk the ‘when and the where’ – today, tomorrow, 

Thanksgiving Day, and throughout the year that is crowned with God’s bounty. 
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o And every year, at Thanksgiving, we talk about the ‘why’ – because we can’t fathom life 

without God…because there is no life without God. 

 

This year, at Thanksgiving, however, I think we need to spend a little time thinking about the 

how.  There are a slew of options, and a Bible full of suggestions.  But, our girls didn’t miss a 

beat that night, six years ago, when they told us that cleaning the table was their way of saying 

‘thank you.’  As we come to our Thanksgiving tables on Thursday, maybe we ought to be able to 

turn to God, ourselves, and proclaim, “This is how I’m going to be thankful, this year.” 

 


