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Maybe we’re taking some risks getting so many different people to come together and give thanks.

Whenever people tell me how to feel, I get a bit rebellious. You can’t just flick a switch and make gratitude happen. One of the reasons people get depressed during the holidays is because they find they just can’t get into the mood.

And of course when you ask people why they’re thankful, they just might start fighting. I have friends who think that marriage got attacked yesterday in Massachusetts, and I have friends who think it got strengthened. The very same ruling has some people cheering and others grumbling—and I’m not about to ask for a show of hands tonight.

So gatherings like these can be a little risky.

But we need to do this anyway. In fact I’d like to suggest that thanksgiving isn’t just a feeling. It’s more like one of those drives that’s so basic we just can’t escape it. It’s part of what made you drag yourself out of bed this morning. And it’s one of those things that make people such mysterious creatures. We just can’t seem to help giving thanks. 

I know people who think that faith comes from fear of the unknown. And maybe that’s where some of what passes for faith comes from. But I’d suggest that it comes more from this need we have to give thanks, this need that won’t go away even when we’ve got all kinds of reasons to be resentful.

There’s a story told about a group of rabbis in a concentration camp. One day they decided to put God on trial for all their sufferings. The case for the prosecution seemed so overwhelming that at the end of the trial they dared to find God guilty. It was unanimous. And then one of them glanced at the setting sun and said, “It’s time to give thanks now.” And without a moment’s hesitation they hauled out their prayer shawls and yarmulkes and began to pray.

We just can’t help giving thanks. And for people of faith that shouldn’t come as much of a surprise. After all, we’ve been taught to see the whole world, the whole universe, as a gift from a God whose very name is Immanuel, God-with-us. In the final analysis, the only reason you’re here is because you’re held in place by a God who loves you more than you could ever love yourself. And so is the person next to you, and so are the people who didn’t make it here, and so are the people you just can’t stand. Now I can’t begin to imagine how that’s possible, but I can’t help believing it, any more than I can help being thankful.
And you can’t help it either. That’s why I don’t have to ask you to be thankful tonight. Instead I’ll just ask you to let thanksgiving happen. There are times when you’ll need to be angry and other times when you’ll need to grieve. But even then you may be surprised to discover how grateful you still are. It’s one of the few things in life that you can count on, another one of God’s gifts to us. Let it happen, and sooner or later it will. 
