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This is harder than you might think, preaching on Thanksgiving Day. It is, in many respects, the most private of our holidays – a time for family gatherings, for personal reflection. What am I thankful for? Which is indeed a worthwhile question to ponder, and one we each could spend more time with. Our gospel this evening suggests that one in ten takes the time to give thanks. I wonder if it isn’t, in fact, a much lower number than that.
Nevertheless, we are gathered this evening for a public celebration of Thanksgiving, and what is this all about? Why tonight’s celebration, when every Sunday is a feast of thanksgiving – “eucharist” is, after all, simply the Greek word for thanksgiving. The temptation is as the author of Deuteronomy describes: to turn this into a self-congratulatory festival, commending ourselves for all the wonderful things we have accomplished over the past year. “Do not say to yourself, ‘My power and the might of my own hand have gotten me this wealth.’” In many respects, the American fable of Thanksgiving feeds into this distortion of what giving thanks is all about. Here we have the small band of brave and intrepid Pilgrims who, through unimaginable dangers and tireless work, have built for themselves a new home in a new world, and now have the time and leisure and means with which to feast. 

“Do not say to yourself, ‘My power and the might of my own hand have gotten me this wealth.’  But remember the LORD your God, for it is [God] who gives you power to get wealth.” Here is what I hope we can take into our homes tomorrow from our celebration tonight. That our dependence upon God goes far deeper than the good things which fill our lives. That our thanksgiving is not so much for the good things we enjoy. That is too easy, too superficial, and it keeps God at the shallow surface of our lives. What we are called to see is that if, for example, we have spent years in school learning a profession, if we have spent years of work earning a position, if we have made the effort to hone our sensibilities so that we possess the sophistication and insight to appreciate the finer things in life, if, in short, we have striven to acquire all those fine qualities we hope to see in ourselves, then what we must give thanks for is the mind, and the strength, and the insight that have enabled us to achieve the goals we have set.
Ten lepers are healed. Nine recognize this as a change in circumstances and go to present themselves to the priests at the Temple as the Law of Moses requires. One recognizes this as what it, in fact, is -- the gift of a whole new life, and returns to give thanks to the Giver of Life. And yes, it matters that that one was a Samaritan, an outcast.
It matters because it is this that shows us the reason for our celebration tonight. First, it is a reminder of the responsibilities of community. It is the outsider who points us towards the one in our midst, the one who is Life at the center of our life. It is the outsider who, by his otherness and poverty casts into high relief the abundance we enjoy. Paul reminds the Corinthians, easily the most affluent of the congregation he founded, that those “who [sow] bountifully will also reap bountifully.” This is our responsibility as a community of abundance. And we cannot doubt tonight that we are such a community. It is, after all, what our thanksgiving is all about.
Second, even while reminding us of our responsibilities, tonight becomes a call to acknowledge our failure in those responsibilities. Consider this message from Abraham Lincoln, in his Thanksgiving Day proclamation of 1863, “I recommend to [my fellow citizens] that while offering up the ascriptions justly due to Him for such singular deliverances and blessings they do also, with humble penitence for our national perverseness and disobedience, commend to His tender care all those who have become widows, orphans, mourners, or sufferers in the lamentable civil strife in which we are unavoidably engaged, and fervently implore the imposition of the Almighty hand to heal the wounds of the nation....”

To heal the wounds of the nation. Thanksgiving is genuine only when it leads to penitence, and penitence is meaningful only when it leads to amendment of life, to new life, in fact. That such a new life is possible, that is what we give thanks for tonight, and tomorrow, and every day we are so blessed as to draw breath upon this beautiful, miraculous planet. Let us remember that as we gather with our families and friends tomorrow and feast, “You shall eat your fill and bless the LORD your God for the good land [and the good life] that [God]  has given you.” 

