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Community Interfaith Thanksgiving Service

Sunday, November 21, 2010

Bethel United Methodist Church

Rabbi Daniel M. Sherman

“TOV LEHODOT – IT IS GOOD TO GIVE THANKS”


Allow me to begin by thanking everyone present for the opportunity to participate in such a service of and for Thanksgiving.  I look forward to this opportunity every year for our congregations and community to assemble and to celebrate in such a feeling of fellowship.  We are enacting the words of the Psalm: “HINEI MAH TOV U’MAH NA’IM SHEVET ACHIM GAM YACHAD – Behold how good and how pleasant it is when brothers and sisters sit and dwell together.”  I am especially grateful for the opportunity to get to know my neighborhood colleagues, whom I greatly respect and whose company I enjoy.


Let me tell why I stand before you this evening.  We were excited about the decision to change the date of our service from Wednesday to Sunday evening.  Then it came time to choose our speaker.  Since two of the assembled clergy members did not have to preach earlier this morning, it came down to myself and my friend and colleague, Rabbi Case.  We flipped a coin … and I won’t tell you who won.


But it is truly an honor to be here in this beautiful house of worship.  Next year we look forward to hosting the service at the Tree of Life Congregation up the road.


As part of our Sabbath liturgy, at services this past Friday evening and Saturday morning, we recite the words of Psalm 92.  “TOV LEHODOT L’ADONAI, ULEZAMEIR LESHIMCHA ELYON.  It is good to give thanks to the Eternal One, to sing hymns to Your name, O Most High!  To tell of Your love in the morning, Your faithfulness in the night; to pluck the strings, to sound the lute, to make the harp vibrate.  Your deeds, O God, fill me with gladness; Your work moves me to song.  How great are Your works, O God, how profound Your design!”


These words remind us that every day, but especially our Sabbaths, should be days of giving thanks.  We do not need to reserve showing our appreciation to God and those around us on the last Thursday of November.


Our Torah reading for this past week came from the Book of Genesis, and was especially appropriate for this weekend.  In chapter 35, God said to Jacob: “Arise, go up to Bethel (literally the House of God).”  Jacob, having received God’s instructions, turned to his entire household and said, “Come let us all go up to Bethel, and I will build an altar there to the God who answered me when I was in distress and who has been with me wherever I have gone!”  Tonight we have all answered the Divine call, and find ourselves back in Bethel, or at least Bethel United Methodist Church.


Why are we here?  Because “TOV LEHODOT – it is good to give thanks,” and it is good for us, too.  The late Rabbi Sidney Greenberg, whose writings have greatly influenced me, once began a Thanksgiving address with these words: “The obligation to cultivate a lively sense of appreciation for the manifold blessings a gracious God heaps upon us daily, runs like a golden thread throughout the fabric of our religious faith.”  According to tradition, we Jews are obligated to recite no less than 100 blessings a day, from the time we wake up to the time we go to sleep at night.  So highly did our sages prize the mood of thanksgiving that one of them declared: “In the time to come, all the offerings will be abolished except the thank-offering; all the prayers will be abolished except the prayer of thanksgiving.”  Thus the art of giving thanks has enjoyed a special pre-eminence within Judaism.


When we first hear this, it appears easy and natural to cultivate the art of giving thanks.  It is really no more than a question of good manners.  One of the first phrases we teach a young child is “thank you,” to impress upon the child a sense of gratitude for the favors he or she enjoys.  Plus it’s really cute to hear those words come from their mouths.  What could be more natural then, than to pause occasionally to drop God a brief “thank-You” for all of God’s kindnesses?  And yet, as we view human nature at work, we cannot fail to be impressed with the difficulty so many of us have in developing the art of giving thanks.


There is a legend that underscores this unhappy truth.  Two angels were each given a basket and sent to earth to gather up the prayers that were offered there.  One was to collect only the petitions of humankind.  The other was to gather our prayers of gratitude.  When they returned, the angel bearing the requests was carrying a basket filled to overflowing.  The other angel was deeply depressed for his basket was all but empty.


The angels might very well have performed their mission among us in this wonderful land of ours.  Our gripes and grumblings are louder than our expressions of gratitude.  We complain more often than we experience contentment.  Our awareness of what we lack is more persistent than our acknowledgement of what we possess.  Our clamoring is constant, while our appreciation seems to come at widely separated moments.


Rabbi Greenberg writes that there are three keys to cultivating the art of giving thanks.  Needed first is a sense of humility.  An example of such humility can again be found in our reading of scriptures this Shabbat.  Jacob was overwhelmed by such humility as he returned home to meet his brother Esau.  Jacob brought with him great wealth that he had acquired during his twenty years away from home.  As he surveyed his vast possessions, he recalled how little was his when he last stood in this very place as he ran away to escape Esau’s wrath.  In his prayers he exclaimed to God, “I am unworthy of all the kindnesses which You have shown to Your servant, for it was only with a walking staff that I crossed this Jordan River, and now I have flourished and become two camps.”  He understood how he had truly been blessed, far more than he felt he deserved.

Jacob’s reaction is far from typical.  One of the built-in hazards of being human is the overpowering temptation to greet success in a mood of self-congratulation.  “The weeds of pride flourish most conspicuously in the soil of prosperity.”  Too often when life becomes comfortable, when our undertakings prosper and our possessions multiply, we are prone to proclaim ourselves self-made individuals.


Moses seemed to understand this human tendency – and thus the need to sound the repeated words of caution against the threat of regarding our blessings as proof of our ability or our virtue: “Beware lest you forget the Lord your God … Lest when you have eaten and are satisfied, you say in your heart – ‘My power and the might of my own hand have gotten me this wealth.’”  Apparently, Little Jack Horner was not the only one to become persuaded that he was really a very good boy simply because he managed to pull a few plums out of life’s pie.  It never occurred to him to reserve a kind thought or word for the one who had baked the pie or the One who made the plums grow.


It is very significant that the ancient Biblical festival of Thanksgiving, the festival of Sukkot (sometimes called the Feast of Tabernacles), which served as a model for the pilgrims, was born not in mighty and prosperous Rome, nor in secure and amply endowed Greece.  Thanksgiving had its origin in weak, insecure and tiny Judea.  While Greece enjoyed glory and Rome was resplendent with grandeur, it was lowly Judea that had gratitude.


Nor should we forget the bleak background against which the pilgrims marked their first Thanksgiving.  Of the 102 passengers who landed at Plymouth Rock, 51 died within the first six months.  Not a single family had been spared by death.  The survivors lived on the fringe of starvation in a hostile, unchartered world.  They never knew what it was to have enough or to be secure.  They stood alone against the forces of nature and their fellow human beings.  These were the people who gathered to give thanks to Almighty God for God’s blessings and to express their humble dependence upon God’s mercies for their continuing life.


We need to approach our greater blessings in a similar mood.  We need to understand how unworthy we are, how dependent on forces larger than ourselves we are.  How can we make even a small list of our blessings, without becoming submerged by an overpowering sense of humility, a moving and profound sense of gratitude?


If pride is one enemy of gratitude, callousness is another.  The more often and the more regularly we receive any blessing, the less likely are we to be mindful of it, much less to feel under any obligation for it.  That which is constantly granted is taken for granted.


Helen Keller expressed a similar sentiment from the vantage point of her personal experiences.  “I have often thought,” she wrote, “that it would be a blessing if each human being were stricken blind and deaf for a few days at some time during his early adult life.  Darkness would make one more appreciative of sight; silence would teach one the joys of sound.”


We are reminded of the poet’s question:  “Why is it we must come to know / belatedly from other’s woe / the gratitude we always owe?”


The answer is largely callousness.  If we are to cultivate the fine art of giving thanks, we must keep a keen edge on our sense of awareness of the myriad blessings which are ours.  A hundred blessings a day.


In addition to our pride and our callousness, there is still a third enemy of gratitude.  We might call it false perspective.  If callousness makes us insensitive to the things we have, false perspective prompts us to focus unduly on the things we lack.  If only we could learn to magnify our blessings instead of exaggerating our troubles!  How often we permit the fly in the ointment to grow so huge that we see only the fly and forget that we also possess the ointment.


There’s a story about an elderly woman whose sight was failing but who had nothing wrong with her perspective.  When asked about her health she answered softly: “I have only two teeth left, and thank God they are directly opposite one another!”  Her spectacles were properly focused.


Viewing our possessions in proper perspective means something else too – something that goes to the very heart of the art of giving thanks.  A true perspective on our possessions serves to remind us that they are given to us in trust, to use not only for our own pleasures and gratification, but also in the service of others.  Gratitude at its highest goes beyond counting blessings.  It involves sharing blessings.  It leads not only to a sense of thankful dependence upon God, but also to an awareness of our duty to our fellow human beings.  It talks not only of indebtedness to be acknowledged, but also of debts to be discharged.  It takes us beyond saying thanks to giving thanks.


Friends, let me pause to say we’re off to a good start.  I truly believe that we as a community understand this notion, and have already taken steps to make our giving thanks a reality.  We came together, as separate congregations but one community, to build a home for Habitat for Humanity with our own hands and resources and to make our world a better and greener place.  This evening we are collecting money and food to help those who need our support and love.  This is a wonderful and meaningful way to prepare for our shared holiday of Thanksgiving.


On all of our holidays, we are instructed to remember those who are less fortunate than ourselves, and to share what we have with others.  This helps to make our special times into “holy days.”  We are not truly grateful until we make it possible for others to experience gratitude, too.  True thanksgiving prompts us first to look up, and then to reach out.


The truth is that every blessing we enjoy has been sacrificially paid for by others.  Every important blessing we enjoy – our freedom, our health, our heritage, our security – is a gift handed down by generations of benefactors.  There is nothing we can give which we did not first receive.

If we are truly thankful for our freedom, we must be vitally concerned with the plight of those who still wear chains.  If we are grateful for our share of God’s abundance, we must share that abundance with the hungry, the naked, and the homeless.  If we are genuinely appreciative of our own good health, the plight of the sick and needy becomes a legitimate claim upon our financial resources.  The art of giving thanks means ultimately no appreciation without reciprocation.  And as our Psalm teaches us, TOV LEHODOT – it is truly good to give thanks.

Jacob answered God’s call to go up to Bethel and entered into a covenant with God there in that holy place.  Tonight as we gather in this Bethel, we, too, enter into a covenant: a covenant of community, of fellowship, of service, of reciprocation, and of gratitude.  

For all of us who take our faith and our religion seriously, every day must be Thanksgiving Day.  To our 100 daily blessings of gratitude and appreciation, we might add one prayer of petition:  “O God, You have given so much to me.  Give me one thing more – a grateful heart.”  AMEN.

This sermon was inspired by the words and writings of 

Rabbi Sidney Greenberg – to whom I must offer my personal thanks.

