Sermon for Harvest Thanksgiving, Year A

The Text: 2 Corinthians 9:6-15

God’s Grace Brings Gladness and Gratitude

What are you most grateful for? Your life? Your family? Your best friend? Or God’s indescribable gift of Jesus Christ? Have you ever been overwhelmed with good news, like your doctor telling you your blood pressure’s now okay? At a time like that, gratitude is the best feeling one could ever have; better than winning the lottery, better than solving a difficult problem, better than your favourite food! Gratitude is something none of us can ever overdo. Perhaps that’s why the Church’s annual Thanksgiving Sunday has always been looked forward to with such enthusiasm and celebrated with such joy.

Throughout history, the greatest Christians have been both the most grateful ones and the most joyful. We’re tempted to think that they’re grateful for their joy. However, the reverse is true: their joy springs from their gratitude. To discover gratitude is to experience joy, a joy that keeps bouncing back again and again. Actor Murray Salem’s grandma would say, “Thank You, God; thank You, God” at lease a hundred times a day. And not just when good things happened. The soup would boil over, making a terrible mess. As she cleaned it up, she’d say, “Thank you, God”. Murray asked why she thanked God for that. She laughed and said “because when something bad happens we forget our connection to God.” She insisted that Murray, her young grandson at the time, to follow her example. When he scraped his knee, she told him to say “Thank you, God.” Oddly enough, it seemed to work and his knee felt better!
I read last week of a woman who kept a “gratitude journal”. She jotted down five things each day for which she was thankful – from disasters averted to sunsets enjoyed. She found that the more she practised gratitude, the more gratitude she had to practise. Her practice of thanking God every day sharpened her vision. The more she thanked God, the more she saw God at work in places she hadn’t noticed before. Gratitude became her favourite attitude. Psychologists tell us that gratitude is the healthiest of human emotions. It reduces stress and produces more positive emotional energy than any other attitude. The true test of joy is gratitude. Those who forget the language of gratitude won’t be on speaking terms with joy.

Why, then, do so many people find it so hard to say “thank you”? These are the two most beautiful words in any language.  Martin Luther once said, “Ingratitude is a vice which dries up the fountain of goodness, that is, human goodness.” St. Paul saw the failure to be thankful to God as something characteristic of pagans. “For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened (Romans 1:21).” Pride can undermine gratitude, like the attitude that says “No one ever gave me anything. No one’s ever thanked me for anything I’ve done.” We can feel that we are deserving of all that we have, and feel we deserve more; more recognition, more thanks, more appreciation of what we’ve done.
Gratitude cannot thrive in a heart that’s never happy with what’s going on, but constantly whinges, criticizes and complains about other people. Lack of gratitude is “biting the hand that feeds you.” There are pastors who are very discouraged because no matter what they do, someone in the congregation complains. Instead, St. Paul urges us, “Do everything without complaining or arguing, so that you may become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe (Philippians 2:14-15).” When we cease to be thankful, we assert either our independence of God, or the inadequacy of God’s bounty to us, or both.
On the other hand, when we’re grateful to our Creator, we acknowledge our God has favoured us, whether we’ve deserved it or not. “Once you have experienced God’s grace, the rest of life is gratitude (Luther).” Someone who recently became a Christian has said, “Every time I hear the word ‘GRACE’, I feel grateful.” Each new day is a gift of God’s grace, as is our life, our health and daily food. Can we ever stop thanking God for these priceless gifts? They’re too good to take for granted, and become all the more treasured and appreciated when we thank God for them. Gratitude takes the focus totally off ourselves, as it enables us to treasure God the Giver more than His gifts; to see the Giver in His gifts.

God reminds us, “What do you have that you did not receive? And if you received it, why do you boast as if it were not a gift? (1 Corinthians 4:7)” And in the book of James, we read, “Every generous act of giving, with every good gift, is from above, coming down from the Father of lights.” Not only is God the most cheerful Giver of all, Jesus tells us in Luke 6:35 that “He is kind to the ungrateful.” 
From such unmerited kindness, there is hope for everyone. God’s greatest gift of generosity is the gift of His Son, Jesus Christ, to save us. Jesus relinquished the treasure of Heaven to come and enrich us with all the blessings of His life, His suffering and death for us. “For you know the generous act of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, yet for your sakes He became poor, so that by His poverty you might become rich (2 Corinthians 8:9).” 
In Jesus Christ, God’s undeserved love for us comes to its fullest expression. “From His fullness we have all received, grace upon grace (John 1:16).” Dietrich Bonhoeffer once said, “We’re unconscious of that, in normal life, so much more has been received than we’ve given, and that it is gratitude that first makes life rich.” 
Gratitude is the greatest of virtues, and the mother of other virtues, like generosity. God is thrilled when we imitate His cheerful giving to us. When today’s second reading says, “God loves a cheerful giver”, it means that enthusiastic giving is an exhilarating experience. God loves cheerful givers because they love responding to His grace with gracious generosity. Generous giving is a visible result of grace treasured and whole-heartedly appreciated by us, its recipients.

Your generosity today is evidence of God’s grace at work within your heart and soul. “Thanks” and “giving” – the two words go hand in hand, and endear you to God as you glorify Him in thanksgiving. No one’s ever been a loser because they’ve been generous. By generous giving, we put into practice what we profess, and what a wonderful thing that is when and wherever that happens. Every act of generosity expresses and nurtures love for God, who wants us to be able to give without feeling diminished by the giving. 
It’s possible to be generous even with little.  The widow’s mite (or penny) in the New Testament contributed, but her loving sacrifice shocked the world, and we are still shaking under its impact. “Jesus sat down opposite the place where the offerings were put and watched the crowd putting their money into the temple treasury. Many rich people threw in large amounts. But a poor widow came and put in two very small copper coins, worth only a fraction of a penny. Calling his disciples to him, Jesus said, "I tell you the truth, this poor widow has put more into the treasury than all the others. They all gave out of their wealth; but she, out of her poverty, put in everything-all she had to live on (Mark 12:41-44)." The extra you may give today is part of going the second mile that Jesus advocates. 

Jesus says, “It is more blessed to give than to receive”, because in giving, we experience the joy of passing on to others the blessings we ourselves have received from God. We’re grateful that we’re able to return to God some of the blessings we’ve received from Him. Giving is a celebration of the grace that unites God to us and us to God. Showing gratitude is a wonderful way of showing love. Jesus interpreted the gratitude of the woman who spent so much money on perfume to anoint His feet, as gratitude for His forgiveness of her, as an expression of love. We grow in love towards our good God as we grow in gratitude, and as we grow in gratitude, our love grows in leaps and bounds.

For love, giving is always a privilege and never a burden. St. Paul holds up the example of the churches in Macedonia for the Corinthians to imitate. We read from 2 Corinthians 8:1-5a, “We want you to know, brothers and sisters, about the grace of God that has been granted to the churches of Macedonia, for during a severe ordeal of affliction, their abundant joy and their extreme poverty have overflowed in a wealth of generosity on their part. For, as I can testify, they voluntarily gave according to their means, and even beyond their means, begging us earnestly for the privilege of sharing in this ministry to the saints – and this, not merely as we expected; they gave themselves first to the Lord.” That’s the secret of the generosity of the Macedonians: “they gave themselves FIRST to the Lord.” When that happens, responding generously to our Lord is no longer a difficulty or a problem.

In today’s text, St. Paul compares giving with sowing seed. That which is sown isn’t lost, and the sowing is not in vain. Rather, what results is far greater than what was sown. Giving to God is more like sowing seed than making a reluctant sacrifice. Every time you give to God, you’re sowing seed for a harvest that will be reaped in Eternity. If you’re willing to give, God will make it possible for you to do so. You cannot outgive God. 

“O give thanks to the Lord, for He is good, and His love lasts forever.”

We lose what on ourselves we spend,

Whatever, Lord, we lend to You,
We have, as treasure without end,


Repaid a thousandfold will be;

Whatever, Lord, to You we lend,


Then gladly will we give to You

Who givest all.





Who givest all.















Hymn 374, vv.5-6

Amen.

