
Thanks In All Things

1 Kings 2:10-12; 3:3-14; Psalm 111; Ephesians 5:15-20; John 6:51-58

“…be filled with the Spirit…always and for everything giving thanks in the name of our Lord

Jesus Christ to God the Father.” 

Kate Bowler (author of Everything Happens for a Reason and Other Lies I’ve Loved), says that,

as a Canadian, one thing she just doesn’t understand about Americans is their insistence that everyone

ought to work for and earn everything they have. Don’t ask for help; go out and work for what you need.

Don’t expect the government, or your employer, friends or family to give you anything; earn it. 

We live in a society governed by the Charter of Rights & Freedoms in which each citizen is

given certain “rights.” Every person deserves to have their rights honored. When you go to court to

defend your right and the judge rules in your favor, you don’t thank the court. After all, the court has not

given you a gift; it’s your right. 

There is not much gratitude in such a world. Why be grateful for something that’s your right,

what you deserve, what you earned? We don’t want, or think we need, a hand up or a handout. 

We live in a culture that encourages each of us to think of our lives as our possessions, our

projects, our property. We construct who we want to be, make up our selves by ourselves. Our lives

are the sum of our astute choices, our hard work, and our good decisions. 

In this Sunday’s epistle lesson, the writer to the Ephesians charts another way: “…be filled with

the Spirit…always and for everything giving thanks in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to God the

Father.” 

Always? For everything? We all know, from childhood, when someone gives you a gift,

deserved or undeserved, expected or not, we are to say, “Thanks.” To not say thanks is to be impolite,

showing bad manners. 
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But to say thanks when you are given something that in no way can be described as a “gift”?

How is thankfulness possible then? Doesn’t it sound dishonest, out of touch with reality to say,

“Thanks” in such moments? 

I have always been uncomfortable with someone saying, when something painful or terrible

happens to them, “Well, this is just God’s will. I’ve got to accept it.” 

To attribute back events and losses to God could be a terrible thing to say about God.

Sometimes, “this is just God’s will” can be a cover for justifiable anger and resentment, an indication

that while what you really want to do is cry out in anguish, “Why? Why me?” you are fearful that God

would resent your anger. So, you lower your head, you cower, and say, “Well, I guess this is just God’s

will. I’ve got to accept it.” 

Check out some of the Psalms and you will find that God’s people have always enjoyed the

freedom to cry out, to shake their fists and scream, “Why?” In fact, it may be a sign of deep, mature

faith to be able to do so. 

Still, I have actually known people who, suffering some misfortune, have been able to say, “This

is God’s will,” not in anger or resignation but rather in… well, gratitude, thanksgiving. 

When the little business he worked so hard to establish finally failed and the bank told him no

more credit, I was surprised when he said, “Maybe this is a blessing.” What? 

“I’ve endangered my health, put lots of stress on my marriage and family, all in my own foolish

attempt to make the unworkable work. With this off my back, I’m ready to start living the life I wanted. I

just couldn’t bring myself to quit.” Not quite “thanks,” but almost! 

“Funny,” she said. “I wouldn’t have chosen to have Parkinson’s. Who in their right mind would?

But since this illness, God has gotten my attention. Of course, I knew that one day I would die; we all

will. But not until my illness did that truth really come home to me. Caused me to reconfigure my
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priorities. I’m not quite ready to say that my Parkinson’s is a gift, but I’m almost there.” 

A star teacher once stated, “At the beginning of a new school year, whenever I receive a child

who has been labeled a ‘problem’ by the other teachers, or when I’m told that a child has ‘behavioral

issues,’ I’ve learned to try to see that child as a gift, sent to me to improve my teaching. A teacher

doesn’t learn much from bright, ‘good’ students. I put special effort into getting to know that child, into

asking myself, ‘How can I grow in my abilities by finding a way to relate to you so that you can be the

best you can be in my class?’” 

I think that’s something akin to what the scripture says when it encourages us to give thanks at

all times for everything, good and bad. 

When the famous novelist Reynolds Price lost his ability to walk because of a spinal tumor, he

was of course devastated. Reynolds said that he raged, he cried out, he was justifiably depressed.

Then he said it was as if God said to him, “The old Reynolds is dead. I want you to be a new,

stripped-down model of the old you, ready to show the world what you are made of, reaching down and

being surprised by yourself and your ability to triumph even in this tough time that you didn’t choose,

but I gave you.” 

The years that Reynolds wrote from a wheelchair were the most productive years of his artistic

life, so much so that even as a paraplegic he was able to say, “Thanks, even in this.” 

She and her partner adopted a child, a nine-month-old little girl. Within a few months they

realized that their little daughter had some developmental disabilities. How would they cope with a child

with special needs? 

When she was visited by her pastor, a couple of years later, she said, “I was never sure that I

had what it takes to be a mother. Then God gave me, not the child I thought I wanted, but the child that

God knew I needed. It turns out, I’m more patient, caring, and loving than I thought! What a gift. I’m so
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thankful!” 

Another preacher once said that one of the greatest gifts of the Christian faith is to be able to

give God thanks for the life that you are living as it is, rather than wishing for the life that perhaps you

thought you just had to have. To see your life, your personality, your strengths and weaknesses as part

of the precious gift of life that God has given you, as a life loved and cherished by its creator, is to be

able to look back on your life, the downs as well as the ups, and say to God, “Thanks.” 

How is it possible “always and for everything” to give thanks? I’m not sure it is possible if it’s

solely left up to us. It’s a challenge to give thanks for the multitude of gifts that are given us along life’s

way. It’s an even greater challenge in times of pain or difficulty to give thanks. We need help. 

Note that Ephesians says, “filled with the Spirit” we are to give thanks. Thank goodness, Jesus

has given each of us, the Holy Spirit. Nothing about our lives is “solely left up to us.” In good times or

bad, the gift of the Spirit helps us to live our lives as gifts, grateful for the gifts that have been and are

being given us by God and by our siblings in Christ. 

Some years ago Will Willimon preached a sermon, “Gratitude,” in which he personified

thanksgiving and had Gratitude follow him around through life. It is a wonderful view of a journey with

Gratitude, here’s part of that sermon: 

“Whenever I look back, I can’t do so without Gratitude. 

So, there he was, popping in and out of my life at odd times. I didn’t invite him or cultivate his

friendship, because he doesn’t come naturally. You must be taught to live with Gratitude, I think. “Say

‘thank you’ to the nice lady,” they tell you when you’re young. “Say ‘thank you’ to the nice God,” they

teach you in church. 

Then comes that day when nobody has to tell you to be grateful. You just are. Gratitude has

gotten inside you. Is you. 
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And on that winter midnight in 1974 when we drove hurriedly through deserted streets of North

Myrtle Beach, rushing into the labor room for our first child, guess who greeted us there? 

“I didn’t expect to see you out at this time of night, here,” I said to him. 

“Really,” asked Gratitude in amazement. “Typical of you to think that all it takes to have a baby is

an obstetrician! I’m on duty down here at the delivery room full time,” he said. 

And when I held that small, squalling boy-child in my arms for the first time, wondering how on

earth I could be so lucky, I was so glad that I knew Gratitude. 

“Well, I’ll be going now,” he said as the first light of dawn shone through the hospital windows

and the new baby lay asleep in the nursery. “Don’t forget me when you are doing the three o’clock

feedings, or pacing the floor on Saturday nights when he’s sixteen. Don’t forget he’s a gift.” 

“I know, I know,” I said, “like everything else that’s important. And if I do forget, I’ve always got

you to remind me, eh, Gratitude?” 

“Sure, just in case you ever forget and tell him, ‘Look at all that I have done for you,’ or ‘You owe

it to your mother and me to…,’ I’ll be there to remind you that his life came into yours as a gift.” 

Which brings me to the strangest side of Gratitude. I came to expect him to pop up at my college

graduation, the day I got married, when my children were born, when I became a pastor. Go through

our family photograph album and you’ll see his smiling face, standing there, in the background, never

one to miss a Christmas morning, or a family reunion, or a vacation at the beach. There he was. 

But Paul says to us, “always and for everything give thanks.” 

Isn’t this a bit much to ask? I don’t mind having Gratitude there for Thanksgiving dinner, or on

the day we leave for the family vacation, that is, when it’s the time and the place. But always?

Everywhere? In every situation? 

Every life knows dark days when Gratitude is the last person you want to drop by. It has nothing
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to do with not liking him. It’s just that there is a time and place for everything. As good hearted and

congenial as Gratitude is, there are times when his presence is as out of place as a clown at a formal

state dinner. Paul is going too far in his exhortation to invite Gratitude “always and everywhere.” There

are times and places that he just doesn’t fit. 

Like the Bible says, “A time to laugh and a time to weep. A time to rejoice and a time to refrain

from rejoicing.” Surely there are times and places when the last word that ought to be said is, “Thanks.” 

Take Death, for instance. Grief? Yes. Anger? Hurt? Doubt? Sadness? Yes, all appropriate

guests at a wake, but not Gratitude. Let him come by later, when the crying is done, and the wound has

begun to heal. But not now, not when Death holds court. 

When the call came, we were sitting with Gratitude in my den, having a party to celebrate my

mother’s recovery from surgery. The phone rang about 11:15 PM. 

“Let me get it,” said Gratitude. 

“No, it may be for me,” I said. 

The voice said, “We did all we could…pulmonary embolism, we think…everyone is so sorry. She

went very quickly.” 

Through dark, cold, Durham streets we drove, in shock, in disbelief. Papers were signed,

clothes collected, a few potted plants and get-well cards, and back home. 

“I just never thought…,” I said. “Yesterday, if things had not gone so well, if the Doctor had just

been a little concerned, if we had just a little warning, then maybe…but not this.” Anger, Hurt, Grief,

Blaming, all rode back with me from the hospital, crowding me so in the car I could hardly drive down

the icy winter streets. 

I turned into the driveway. Walked up to my door, opened it. There he was. 

“Don’t you think it’s time for you to go?” I asked. “The party’s over…You take the rest of the
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champagne with you, if you want. We’ll call you after we get back from the funeral. Don’t call us, we’ll

call you.” 

And he looked me straight in the eye, and with a voice that mimicked my mother’s, Gratitude

said, “Say ‘thank you’ to the nice God.” 

“Look, I don’t think you’re being very funny,” I said. “You are really very insensitive. Gratitude,

you have the poorest timing. No sense of propriety or occasion.” 

But he didn’t listen. No, he was already getting down the family photograph albums, at 2:00 AM,

no less, passing them around—pictures of my first steps on the lawn, my second Christmas, my first

bicycle, my mother at my sister’s wedding, my mother sending me on my trip to California, my mother

rocking our children, my mother on the train at Knott’s Berry Farm. 

And someone began to laugh about the time we were in the little town in England, and we were

laughing and crying and having a warm, wonderful time. Then I understood. 

“Don’t go, Gratitude,” I said. “Please stay. She would want you here. I was wrong. You do

belong, even here, especially now. Stay with us through the night and day after tomorrow at the funeral.

We’ll need you to help pick out the music and the scripture. It wouldn’t be right without you.” 

That night I knew Paul was right. It is not only possible, but even necessary, that we should

“always and for everything” give thanks. The presence of Gratitude transforms even the darkest nights

into glorious day. For a Christian there is no where we go that Gratitude doesn’t belong.

It’s typical for Christians to pray for the gifts of the Spirit when we are facing a tough time in life

or when we are up against some great challenge. Maybe this morning’s scripture encourages us to

pray for the Spirit’s help with a life of gratitude and thanksgiving so that in all things, good and bad,

even in the midst of a pandemic, we might be able to say to God, “Thanks.” Thanks be to God. Amen.
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