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You know, sermons tend to come about – at least for me – in a number of different ways.  

Sometimes there’s a series driving a theme.  Sometimes there’s a particular circumstance or 

needed message that focuses the sermon on a given week.  Sometimes I approach Scripture as a 

blank slate – just reading through the suggested lectionary passages for the week to see what the 

Bible has to say.  There are a number of different ways the messages emerge.  Sometimes, 

however, there are a series of experiences that seem to usher me, one after another, in the same 

direction.  This week has been one of those!  So, as much as anything, today, I’d like to share 

that journey with you. 

 

It started on Monday as I was preparing my video devotional for Tuesday.  Both of the passages 

that we shared this morning had been part of our readings in the days leading up to this past 

Tuesday, and my heart was drawn into their reminder of the impact our focus can have on the 

manner in which we experience the adversities of life.  On the one hand, we have those disciples 

who set their sights on the wind and the waves – as opposed to on Jesus who’s calmly resting in 

the back – and we see the terror that they experience.  On the other hand, we have Shadrach, 

Meshach and Abednego (who, in my mind, because of Veggie Tales, are still Rach, Shach, and 

Beney), who in the face of that fiery furnace set their sights on the promises of God – and we see 

calm confidence they know in the trust they were putting in God.   

 

So, that’s where this started for me.  At the outset of this week, I was already being reminded, in 

that Tuesday devotional, about the impact our focus can have on our experience of life. 

 

Tuesday morning, then, I started to spend some time reading through some notes and thoughts 

I’ve had over the years about Thanksgiving - just reflecting on things that might make their way 

into this morning’s service – when I was reminded of an experience with our children that dates 

back 6 years now.  Some of you may recall that the holiday season, in our family, was a difficult 

one 6 years ago.  This was shortly before we started here at NSCC, and we were living in MA at 

the time.  Sharon’s mother was battling end-stage pancreatic cancer in MI, Sharon was bouncing 

back and forth between MI and MA as she tried to take care of her mother, and our kids (5, 8 and 

9 at the time) were worried about Grandma, missing Mom terribly, and facing a holiday season 

in which they were going to be stuck with Dad as the one around for most of what was going on.   
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Anyway, one of the kids came home with a school assignment, just before Thanksgiving, to 

make a list of things for which they were thankful.  Now, I’m not going to tell you which child it 

was – as they have reached that age where Dad telling stories about them is not ok – but the 

project started with a good five minutes of tears.  Thinking about Thanksgiving with everything 

that was going on was rough, and it bubbled up when they sat to make the list.  So, we sat 

together, cried for a few minutes, and then took a deep breath to work on the list.  After that few 

minutes of crying, they were able to turn their sights away from the struggle of the moment, and 

I came back, 10 or 15 minutes later, to a piece of paper with a list of more than 100 things for 

which they were thankful.     

 

So, I have the reminder of the impact of our focus on our daily experience from Monday, and 

now this reminder of our child finding an extraordinary list of thankfulness in the face of 

adversity on Tuesday.  Then, Wednesday morning, I received an email that referred to the 

Thanksgiving Proclamation of Abraham Lincoln. 

 

Presidential Thanksgiving Proclamations were nothing new in Lincoln’s time – they dated back 

to that of George Washington in 1789 – but there was something striking about Lincoln’s, at 

least for me, as it was written at the heart of the Civil War in 1863.  It’s fairly long, so I don’t 

want to read all of it for you, but I want to share a bit of it – and it’s imperative, as you listen, to 

remember that Civil War timing of what you are hearing. 

The year that is drawing towards its close, has been filled with the blessings of fruitful fields 

and healthful skies. To these bounties, which are so constantly enjoyed that we are prone to 

forget the source from which they come, others have been added… 

 

In the midst of a civil war of unequalled magnitude and severity… 

 

Peace has been preserved with all nations, order has been maintained, the laws have been 

respected and obeyed, and harmony has prevailed everywhere except in the theatre of 

military conflict… 

 

Needful diversions of wealth and of strength from the fields of peaceful industry to the 

national defence, have not arrested the plough, the shuttle or the ship; the axe has enlarged 

the borders of our settlements, and the mines…have yielded even more abundantly than 

heretofore. 

 

No human counsel hath devised nor hath any mortal hand worked out these great things. 

They are the gracious gifts of the Most High God, who, while dealing with us in anger for 

our sins, hath nevertheless remembered mercy… 

 

I do therefore invite my fellow citizens in every part of the United States, and also those who 

are at sea and those who are sojourning in foreign lands, 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.  

 

Now, there’s more amidst and after that, but, let me recount, again, where we’ve been.   
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1. The Scriptural comparative of the calm confidence of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, 

who had set their sights on God, to the fear and terror of the disciples who could see 

nothing but the wind and the waves.    

2. The child-wise example of the one who was able to turn from the tears of the strife of the 

moment to a laundry list of all of the things for which they were thankful. 

3. And now, the presidential proclamation that could look to the glories and abundances of 

God present even in a country torn apart by civil war. 

 

That’s where I was by Wednesday noon when, that night, there was one more that brought it all 

home… 

 

Wednesday night, I had the privilege of joining in with our evening prayer group on Zoom.  For 

those of you who may not know (or perhaps need a reminder), there is a tremendous gathering of 

fellowship and prayer that happens each week (alternating between Tuesdays and Wednesdays) 

on Zoom.  The group visits, shares time together, flows naturally in and out of prayer, and just 

embodies what it is to be gathered in faith in a truly remarkable way.  As a side note, I really 

encourage any of you to join in this group as you are able – it is a true blessing and the links are 

shared in our Monday email each week.  Anyway, Wednesday night, we shared that fellowship 

and prayer for an hour when, near the end of our time, one member said, “I want to pray for this 

group, and all of the positivity and hope that we’ve shared.”  The person went on to explain how 

their every day is surrounded by one reflection of negativity after another, and that this group 

had just spent an hour sharing one blessing after another that we saw and knew in our lives, in 

the lives and ministry of this church, and in the lives of the people around us. 

 

Four reminders in the span of three days: 

1. The Scriptural comparative of the calm confidence of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, 

who had set their sights on God, to the fear and terror of the disciples who could see 

nothing but the wind and the waves.    

2. The child-wise example of the one who was able to turn from the tears of the strife of the 

moment to a laundry list of all of the things for which they were thankful. 

3. The presidential proclamation that could look to the glories and abundances of God 

present even in a country torn apart by civil war. 

4. And a group of loving and devoted members of this church, pulled away from lives 

embroiled in negativity, drawn into an hour of sharing the many blessings and gifts that 

we know in life, in one another, and in God. 

 

I’ve grown increasingly convinced over the years, and in this series of experiences was so 

powerfully reminded this week, that that is what Thanksgiving is all about – that that is why we 

need Thanksgiving in our lives. 

 

I’ve shared before that, contrary to what one might expect, Thanksgiving can actually be a 

difficult sermon for a preacher.  The reality is that most preachers are keenly aware of the fact 

that many of those who hear a Thanksgiving sermon fall into one of two categories.  On the one 

hand, there are those whose lives are going pretty well, who listen to a Thanksgiving sermon 

with a confident nod and joyous smile as they reflect on all of the reasons they have to be 
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thankful.  It’s a nice warm and fuzzy feeling for all involved, but it really doesn’t do much.  It’s 

easy to be thankful when things are good – and we usually are.   

 

At the same time, on the other hand, there are those who really aren’t feeling all that thankful at 

all.   

• “My loved one just died, what do you mean I should be thankful?”   

• “I’m not seeing my grandkids this year because of the pandemic.”   

• “My elderly mother is shut into her care facility and I can’t be with her on the holiday.”   

• “I lost my Job.”   

• “My business is going under.”   

• “My relationship is failing.”  

• “Did you see what happened in Wauwatosa on Friday?”  

 

I could go on and on with these, but the struggle for a preacher at Thanksgiving is that life tends 

to be what drives our thankfulness.  We are either talking to those who are already feeling pretty 

thankful as it is, or we’re talking to those who see a Thanksgiving message as a disingenuous 

dismissal of the challenges that we face.  The thing of which I was reminded this week, however, 

is that that is precisely we need Thanksgiving.  Thanksgiving is our reminder to consider what it 

is we’re looking at.  The challenge for us, as preachers, is that our thankfulness is most often 

driven by the circumstances of life.  The challenge for us as Christians, however, is that our 

thankfulness ought to be driven by our focus on the one who journeys with us through that life.   

 

It’s a question of what we are looking at. 

• Are we the group who will spend an hour wallowing in sorrow as we delineate the 

adversities of life?  Or, are we the fellowship that will spend an hour rejoicing in the 

blessings of God we’ve seen unfold, and counting on the hope of God in the places in 

which we have yet to see it? 

• Are we the people who will look to the challenges of our society and see nothing but the 

ills?  Or are we the people who can look into those ills and see where God is at work? 

• Are we the child of God who will be torn down by tears as we are enveloped in the 

sorrow of that which is wrong?  Or, are we the one who can see through those tears to the 

abundance of care and love we know as God’s child? 

• Are we the disciples who can’t shift our focus from the wind and the waves to Jesus 

who’s right there at our side?  Or, are we that faithful trio that can stare with calm 

confidence into the strife before us because we know that God is with us? 

 

Thanksgiving can be a joyous and wonderful time – and it can be a painful and heart-wrenching 

one.  And, this year, it’s no different.  This year, there’s a lot to be thankful for.  And, frankly, 

this year, there’s a lot for which we’re not all that thankful.  I suggest that we need Thanksgiving 

above all, however, because it is our reminder that it is not the circumstances life that should 

define our thankfulness – it’s where we set our sights.  Are we thankful because everything’s 

pretty easy right now and we’ve got a lot to be thankful for?  Or, are we thankful because, even if 

and when things aren’t all that, we take the time to set our sights on the abundance of love and 

care we know in the one with whom we journey through all the joys and adversities of this thing 

we call life?  Are we thankful because everything is good?  Or, are we thankful because, even 

when it isn’t, God is? 
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