October 9, 2011

Harvest Thanksgiving – Living in Gratitude

Deuteronomy 8:7-18; Psalm 50, John 6:26-35


This weekend we celebrate the Canadian Thanksgiving.  The current date was established in 1957 – the year John Diefenbaker was sworn in as prime minister.  The language of the statute speaks of a by-gone era.  It reads like this:
A Day of General Thanksgiving to Almighty God for the bountiful harvest with which Canada has been blessed – to be observed on the 2nd Monday in October.

The act of celebrating the Canadian Harvest, however, goes back to our earliest history.  Various First Nations in Canada had long-standing traditions celebrating the harvest and giving thanks for a successful bounty of crops.  As the first Europeans arrived, the practice of celebrating the harvest continued. Samuel De Champlain, for example, from 1604 onwards held huge feasts of thanksgiving where they glady shared their abundance with their first nation’s neighbours.

As somone growing up in Canada in the 50’s and 60’s, I remember the widesperad festivals of Thanksgiving.  Driving to a country church for a delicious turkey dinner with unlimited pieces of homemade pie is a favourite memory of my teen-age years, as is visiting country fall fairs held on that weekend.   I enjoyed all the festivities associated with Thanksgiving but I wasn’t in touch with what I would call the ‘heart’ of thanksgiving.  I grew up in a Toronto suburb.  Neither of my parents had the time or inclination to plant and tend a vegetable garden.  All our vegetables were purchased at our local grocery store – and they were pretty much the same all year round.  The word ‘harvest’ had little meaning for me.

As I matured, I came to understand the significance of the harvest.  Living in rural areas helped – watching firsthand the gathering in of crops before the onset of winter. 

There was one man, however, more than any other who put me in touch with the heart of the harvest.  His name was Walter.  I knew Walter in his senior years.  He had spent most of his life in a little community just north of Huntsville but moved to a community on the outskirts of Toronto in retirement.  That’s where I met him.  Where many of his neighbours had lawns in their backyards, Walter had a vegetable garden.  And that wasn’t all, he also grew vegetables on another tract of vacant land in the town in which we lived.  I never knew a man to take so much pride in what he grew, as Walter.  Every year he would enter his vegetables in the town’s fall fair and every year he would win prizes.  He always grew much more than his family could eat and Walter gladly shared the bounty of his harvest with friends and neighbours.  The time, however, I saw most clearly Walter’s heart for the harvest, was the time he invited me into his root cellar one October day.  At the back of his garden was a pile of dirt and if you went around to the back of the pile you’d find a door.  Upon opening the door, you descended three or four steps and there in various bins were various vegetables ready to store.  Many of these he kept though most of the winter.  I remember to this day the pleasure that Walter took in the harvest; delicious food for the table now and food for months to come.


The ancient Israelites had a similair attitude toward the harvest, as did my friend Walter.  For them, the harvest meant survival in the months ahead.


During their wilderness wanderings after leaving Egypt, ancient Israel had little to eat.  They relied on something called manna and a little quail.  Imagine how eager they would be to settle in a fertile land where they could grow crops, raise livestook and enjoy the bounty of it all.  God’s promise to them through Moses was this:
For the LORD your God is bringing you into a good land, a land with flowing streams, with springs and underground waters welling up in valleys and hills, {8} a land of wheat and barley, of vines and fig trees and pomegranates, a land of olive trees and honey, {9} a land where you may eat bread without scarcity, where you will lack nothing, a land whose stones are iron and from whose hills you may mine copper. -- Deuteronomy 8:7-9 
Their obligation in return was to bless God and return thanks.  Moses’ instruction went like this:

You shall eat your fill and bless the LORD your God for the good land that he has given you. {11} Take care that you do not forget the LORD your God, by failing to keep his commandments, his ordinances, and his statutes, which I am commanding you today. -- Deuteronomy 8:10-11
Celebrating the harvest, for the ancient Israelites, was central to their faith.  It was a way of acknowledging that God was their deliverer and provider.  The land they were about to enter was not theirs by right.  It was God’s gift.  The goodness of that land was also a gift.

A celebration of the harvest becomes a celebration of thanksgiving the moment we realize that it’s not all about us.  The good earth, the seed to plant, the rain and the sun are all gifts for us to enjoy and they come from a generous Creator God.

In Psalm 50, God is presumed to speak and this is what He says:

I have no need of a bull from your stall or of goats from your pens, {10} for every animal of the forest is mine, and the cattle on a thousand hills.  {11} I know every bird in the mountains, and the creatures of the field are mine.   --Psalm 50:10-11
And what does God want in return? – Grateful thanks.
Psalm 50 expresses it like this:

Sacrifice thank offerings to God, fulfill your vows to the Most High, {15}

 and call upon me in the day of trouble; I will deliver you, and you will honour me." – Psalm 50:14-15

Thanksgiving is at the heart of a life that is lived in relationship with God.  The faithful understand that not just the abundance of the harvest but all of life’s goodness is in reality a gift of God. 
Steve Jobs, founder and visionary of Apple computers, who passed away this week, had an attitude of life being a gift.  A diagnosis of pancreatic cancer a number of years ago, made him realize that every day that was given to him to live was a gift, was meant to be fully lived and fully enjoyed.  During a commencement speech, he said this:

“.. almost everything – all external expectations, all pride, all fear of embarrassment or failure - these things just fall away in the face of death, leaving only what is truly important. Remembering that you are going to die is the best way I know to avoid the trap of thinking you have something to lose. You are already naked. There is no reason not to follow your heart.”
- Steve Jobs

From a Christian perspective, thanksgiving is not a once in a year activity but a way of living.  We are called to give thanks to God for all of life’s goodness including the gift of life itself.  Our sense of thanks extends to all the various ways in which we are blessed, including our relationships with people, life in a community such as this and relationship with God though Jesus.  In naming himself the true bread that comes done from heaven, Jesus locates himself at the centre of that thankful relationship that the faithful enjoy with their God:
Then Jesus said to them, "Very truly, I tell you, it was not Moses who gave you the bread from heaven, but it is my Father who gives you the true bread from heaven. {33} For the bread of God is that which comes down from heaven and gives life to the world." {34} They said to him, "Sir, give us this bread always." {35} Jesus said to them, "I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty. -- John 6:31-35 

But some will ask, but what happens when things go wrong?  How can we give God thanks then?
The truth of the matter is that we live in an imperfect and broken world - one of natural disasters and uncertainties and one in which evil influences are at work.  It is also true that God is with us in all of that and that He can bring good out of the worst situations.  And so it is that in some of our darkest days, we sometimes see the hand of God most clearly and what results is a welling up of thanks to God.
I think this is what is behind Paul’s words in his letter to the Philippians where from his prison cell, chained to the wall he writes:

Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice! {5} Let your gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is near. {6} Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. {7}And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. – Phil 4:4-7

We have so much for which to be thankful, even in difficult times. Yet so many people live as if there is no God, acting as if all they enjoy is due to themselves alone.  It is a common disease today, in fact, it is the very essence of modernity for people to put themselves at the centre and to imagine that their whole lives are under their control; or, if they cannot make things work out the way they think they should, then they feel they have been cheated.  Self-sufficiency, self-reliance and self-fulfillment are often hailed today as benchmarks of maturity but there is nothing new in such attitudes.  People have always been tempted to put themselves in the place of God.  Moses gave this warning to the ancient Israelites:
Do not say to yourself, "My power and the might of my own hand have gotten me this wealth." {18} But remember the LORD your God, for it is he who gives you power to get wealth, so that he may confirm his covenant that he swore to your ancestors, as he is doing today. {19} If you do forget the LORD your God and follow other gods to serve and worship them, I solemnly warn you today that you shall surely perish. -- Deuteronomy 8:17-19 
A spirit of thanksgiving is born in the heart of the humble and faithful – all those who have come to understand that it’s not all about them but rather it’s about a generous Creator God.  My friend Walter had that spirit in him and I think that’s why the heart of the harvest was so visible in him. 
Good to be Alive
Wonderful Creator, it is good to be alive in your creation, 

to know beauty and seek understanding, to experience wonder and feel love.  It is good to know that all things are a part of a purpose too profound for us to understand but not too difficult for us to participate in.

Thank you for giving us the breath of life.

Wonderful Redeemer, it is good to be alive in a world where Jesus lived, 

taught, healed, laughed, wept, suffered, died and rose again.  It is good to be among the people he has called to be your agents through all the common events of life and through the times of daunting challenges.

Thank you for giving us a Divine Brother.

Wonderful Enlivener, it is good to be alive in a church 

where, in spite of our blatant faults, there flows a Spirit who can invigorate the tired, embolden the timid, enhance the gifted, restore the defeated, inflame the slack, and create a surge of love which is much stronger than the total of our small, individual loves.

Thank you for giving us the fellowship of the Holy Spirit.
Encourage us to turn our gratitude into firmer faith and our faith into deeper compassion and our compassion into doing good to those around us.

Through Christ Jesus our Lord,
Amen!
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