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   From the Pulpit... 
 

“If You Can’t Find Joy” 
Rev. Dr. Martin Hall – Preaching 

Psalm 84 

November 24, 2019 – Thanksgiving Sunday 
 

 

A week and a half ago, I had the joy of gathering with other Congregational Ministers from our 

Wisconsin Association for our monthly meeting.  This one happened to be in my home church, 

in Racine, and our devotion was led by their new Minister, Chris Brian.  This was at the peak of 

the extraordinarily early cold and snow that we had been experiencing, and so Chris opened with 

a comment that had been shared with him by a friend.  This is what he said: 

 

If you can’t find joy in the cold and the snow, you won’t have joy…but you’ll still have the cold 

and the snow! 

 

That phrase has been ringing in my mind since the moment Chris shared it.   

 

If you can’t find joy in the cold and the snow, you won’t have joy…but you’ll still have the cold 

and the snow! 

 

I think one of the things we sometimes don’t embrace, in our daily living, is the power of 

perspective.  The lens through which we view the world around us is, arguably, one of the 

greatest tools we have in life.  The relationships we build, the opportunities with which we are 

confronted, the manner in which we spend our days and the manner in which we experience each 

and every one of those things is dramatically influenced, if not outright steered, by our 

perspective – by the lens through which we view them.  Do we awaken in the morning with a 

sense of vigor for the opportunity of the day or a sense of angst in the face of the yet to be told 

story?  Do we approach our work with anticipation and gratitude for the role we fulfill and the 

sustenance it provides, or do we drag into the office dreading the obligations of the calendar?  Do 

we look around our homes and see the endless list of duties and jobs that need to be completed, 

or do we feel the joy of having such a home to work on? 

 

I could go on and on and on, but the point is that we far too often undervalue the power of the 

perspective we hold, and we fail to recognize that the very manner in which we experience the 
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world around us (and the manner in which the world around us will experience us) is amazingly 

impacted by the lens through which we enter into that world.   

 

If you can’t find joy in the cold and the snow, you won’t have joy…but you’ll still have the cold 

and the snow! 

 

Now, all of this brings me around to Paul’s letter to the church in Thessalonica.  In the fifth 

chapter of the first letter to the Thessalonians, Paul writes, “Rejoice always, pray without 

ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.” 

 

I have to tell you that I wrestled with that passage for many years as I was early in ministry.  

“Give thanks in all circumstances” was a bar that I felt was a pretty hard one to reach.  The more 

time I spent in ministry, the more I encountered circumstances that would lead people to be 

anything but thankful.  Illness, injury, grief, loss, struggle, strife…I was repeatedly confronted 

with pain in its myriad forms, and the notion of giving thanks in ALL circumstances was a 

psycho-spiritual struggle in which I lived for a number of years. 

 

A time came, however, when I finally heard what the passage said and stopped hearing what I 

thought I heard.  “Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances.”  You 

see, what I realized in time, and what I’ve experienced with others, is that we so often hear this 

passage as saying, “Give thanks for all circumstances.”  For years, when I read these words, 

that’s what I heard.  I don’t think I’m alone in that.  We hear those words and there is a part of us 

that almost discounts them as one of the Scriptures we set off to the side because their too sticky 

to handle, and we never realize that Paul isn’t telling anyone to be thankful FOR all 

things…Paul is telling us to be thankful IN all things.  And that, my friends, is an entirely 

different equation. 

 

You see, what I’ve come to believe about this passage from Paul, written to a church facing 

some frustration and angst in their own right, is that Paul isn’t claiming that faith is to have some 

grand delusion of Utopian idealism that ignores the vicissitudes of life and lives in some fallacy 

of all-encompassing gratitude.  No, what I’ve come to see in this passage from Paul is that he is 

pointing us towards the power of perspective.  He’s talking about how we view the world in all 

circumstances, not for them.  He’s talking about the lens through which we view the experiences 

of life, not some discounting of the realities that are around us.  He’s talking about the joy that 

we can find in the cold and the snow if we decide to find joy in the cold and the snow. 

 

Now, to be clear, I’m not trying to offer a Biblical foundation for the Pollyanna Principle.  But, 

on this Sunday before Thanksgiving, I am trying to drive home Paul’s fundamental perspective 

of finding a sense of faith-driven gratitude in the face of all things.  It’s wonderful that, each 

year, we come to this particular day that is set aside to give thanks to God for his blessings and 

gifts.  It is right and good that we put a little extra focus on all that has been, is, and will be, 

because of God’s bounty in our lives.  It is a wonderful day that many of us treasure.  But, Paul is 

pointing us to the other 364 days a year and asking us to consider whether or not that same sense 

of gratitude is part of the lens through which we are choosing to experience this world. 
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Throughout the order of worship, this morning, we heard words from the Psalmist in the 104th 

Psalm.  I wanted to have this shared because, as you listen to it, you hear the Psalmist looking 

around, taking it in, seeing the beauty and harmony of God’s creation unfolding around him.  

Mountains peaking into the skies…flowing streams giving life to vegetation and homes to God’s 

creatures…cattle grazing in the fields…the Psalmist looks around and takes in the simple 

beauties of God’s creation with a sense of thanks in all things.  That’s the message Paul is trying 

to proclaim. 

 

When we wake up in the morning…as we head to work…as we engage with our colleagues…as 

we travel home…as we cook…and clean…and study…and teach…and serve…and 

help…and…and…and… is that sense of gratitude there?  In all circumstances, in all days, in all 

moments, are we choosing to see the joys of the lives we live, the world in which we live them, 

and the God with whom we live them?  Are we looking beneath and beyond the strife that 

confronts us to still see the blessings that gird us?  No one is asking us to be thankful FOR all 

things!  But we can be thankful IN all things?  That’s a lens that can change our relationship with 

this world, and our relationship with the God who created it – that’s what Paul is trying to say. 

 

So, in that spirit, as we move our hearts towards prayer, I want to invite you all to join me in the 

litany of thanksgiving.  We shared this same litany last year, but in the face of the reminder to 

look with gratitude on the big and small things in all things, I thought it was fitting to share it 

again.  Please join me in our responsive Litany of Thanksgiving… 

 

A Litany of Thanksgiving                                

One:  Give thanks to the Lord, who is good. 

All:  Let us come to God with thanksgiving. 

One:  For the good world, for things great and small, beautiful and awesome; for seen and 

unseen splendors; 

All:  We thank you, Lord God. 

One:  For human life; for talking and moving and thinking together; for common hopes 

and hardships shared from birth until our dying; 

All:  We thank you, Lord God. 

One:  For work to do and strength to work; for the comradeship of labor; for exchanges of 

good humor and encouragement; 

All:  We thank you, Lord God. 

One:  For marriage; for the mystery and joy of flesh made one; for mutual forgiveness and 

burdens shared;  

All:  We thank you, Lord God. 

One:  For children; for their energy and curiosity; for their brave play and startling 

frankness; for their sudden sympathies; 

All:  We thank you, Lord God. 

One:  For the young; for their high hopes; for their irreverence toward worn-out traditions; 

for their search for freedom; for their solemn vows; 
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All:  We thank you, Lord God. 

One:  For growing up and growing old; for wisdom deepened by experience; for rest in 

leisure; and for time made precious by its passing; 

All:  We thank you, Lord God. 

One:  For your help in times of doubt and sorrow; for healing our diseases; for preserving 

us in temptation and danger; 

All:  We thank you, Lord God. 

One:  For the church into which we have been called; for the good news we receive by 

Word and Sacrament; for our life together in the Lord; 

All:  We praise you, Lord God. 

One:  For your Holy Spirit, who guides our steps and brings us gifts of faith and love; 

who prays in us and prompts our grateful worship; 

All:  We praise you, Lord God. 

One:  Above all, O God, for your Son Jesus Christ, who lived and died and lives again for 

our salvation; for our hope in him, and for the joy of serving him; 

All:  We thank and praise you, Eternal God, for all your goodness to us. 

One:  Give thanks to the Lord, who is good. 

All:  God’s love is everlasting. 

  


