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Returning Thanks
          In the Westminster confession and in the 1883 Cumberland Presbyterian Confession of Faith, there was a Catechism.  The Catechism was a series of questions and answers taught to children and new believers.  The first question in the Catechism was, “What is the chief end of man?”  The student was to respond with the rote answer, “To love God and glorify him forever.”  This beginning point of the Catechism seems to express the intent of God’s word to Pharaoh in the exodus story.  

          The Exodus passage which I read is just one verse of many where Moses goes before Pharaoh to tell him what God has said, “Let my people go, so that they may worship me.”  Many times Moses speaks to Pharaoh and because Pharaoh will not listen, many things happen like the plagues.  But every time Moses is telling Pharaoh to let God’s people go so that they may worship God.  They didn’t want just to be free.  They wanted to be freed from their bondage so that they could worship God freely and fully.  I don’t know about you, but I remember this story by the song that I was taught as a young person. 

 

Go down, Moses, 
Way down in Egypt land, 
Tell old Pharaoh, 
Let my people go.
 
 The interesting thing to me is that the song only says the first part of the phrase, “Let my people go.”  I would guess that if I asked for a show of hands, many of you would not have remembered the second half of that command; ”Let my people go, so that they may worship me.”

          To worship God!  God was freeing them from bondage so they could worship Him.  That is what worship really is...  Worship is showing our thanks and praise to God.

          Martin Luther, the father of the Reformation, said that the truest form of worship in the scriptures was found in the Luke passage that we read about the ten lepers.  As you recall, there were ten lepers that were healed, but only one returned to Jesus to show his thanks and praise.  When we truly worship, we show God our thanks and praise.  The leper that returned to Jesus to offer his thanks and praise was “returning thanks.”  

          While Stephanie and I were away at a Christian Education conference a few years ago, we heard many people tell their experiences of worship.  A dear friend of Stephanie’s told of one of his experiences that seemed to catch many of us off guard.  He spoke of a common occurrence around the table as a child when his father would say, “Carl, will you return thanks?”  It was a phrase that all of us were used to and grew up hearing.  I don’t seem to hear people using it much anymore, but as a result of that conference, I have tried to make a conscious effort to refer to mealtime prayers as such since I became sensitive to the power of that little phrase.  

          Returning thanks to God is more than just a phrase, it’s a way of life, or at least, it should become that for us.  It is a way of reminding us that God is the provider of all that we have.  Even though we may know that we bought it from Kroger, or that Pam was our waitress who brought the food to our table, God was the provider and we need to return thanks to God for every provision, even for our daily food.  This is very much like when we borrow something from our neighbor, it is our duty to return it to our neighbor once we are finished.  That rake or ladder or drill is not ours, we are merely borrowing it and when we return it we say thank you for allowing us to borrow that particular item.  When we are thinking rightly, we know that life itself is a gift from God.  All of life is borrowed from God, it is our duty to return thanks to God for all that God has done for us.        

There was a prayer from one of our worship services at that CE Conference, which thanked God for giving us breath for one more day.  I tend to take breathing for granted, and I think many of us do.  I do not wake up each morning thanking God for my breath.  The reality is that we should return thanks to God for every minute detail of life.  Few of us do return thanks in this way unless we have recently experienced a crisis or had a near death experience.

          I have a bit of a confession to make.  I have never been very good about writing thank you notes when someone does something nice for me or gives me a gift.   I am always quick to say “thank you”, but I am just not very good at writing thank you notes.   Oh, I know that it would be the proper thing to do, but I just don’t have good follow through about actually writing thank you notes.  While that may not be my proudest confession, I must also say that I am not one of those people who get offended when I do not receive a thank you note.  I guess it would be hypocritical to be offended when not being thanked, knowing that I am not good at writing about my gratitude.  There have been times when I was intending to write thank you notes and I have even bought thank you notes intending to send them out, but I just rarely ever seem to getting around to doing it.  In that sense I feel a real connection to those nine lepers.    

Even though I may not express it in writing, I am still very thankful for kindnesses shown to me.

          Looking back at our scripture text, Luke does not tell us why the nine did not return to thank Jesus.  He only says that the one foreigner did return thanks.  We could speculate about why they did not return.  Perhaps they wanted to spend time with family members from whom that they had been separated because of their disease.  Or perhaps they were just so thrilled to be able to run free without having to yell “unclean” that they did not even think about protocol or politeness.  They had been enslaved by a dreaded skin condition, which isolated them from friends and family and from life as they had known it.  They had been bound by a condition over which they had no control.  However, when they were freed from that condition, only one of them recognized what he had been freed to do...TO RETURN THANKS.

          Bondage can be thought of as anything that pulls us away from God, because it keeps us from worshipping God.  So many times, I have had conversations with people who were struggling with the bondage of their lives, who were trying to find a way to break free from those things, which imprisoned them.  Perhaps they felt that the bondage in their life was the result of a chaotic schedule or a lack of organization or weak self-discipline.  What I have heard through their frustration is that they are feeling pulled away from God.  It seems that many of us are struggling to overcome the forces in our lives which pull us away from God whether we recognize it as that or not.  

          Newborns cry at birth because they have been separated from their mother.  They have been removed from their comfortable, safe, and warm home where they spent their gestational period.  For many months following birth, babies continue to cry when they feel that mom is not near.  Like the infant, when we feel separated from the source of our life, we cry out to return.  Often that cry sounds like, ”Where is God, or Help me to find my way back to God.”

It seems that for many of us this is the primary time of year when we are mindful of our need to be thankful people.  We are reminded of those pilgrims and we see the decorations with the horn of plenty and those simple things seem to trigger within our minds a sense of thankfulness.  We think about the menus we will be preparing for our celebrations on Thursday, and we are reminded of all of the blessings of our lives.  There just seems to be something about this time of year that makes us more aware of our need to be thankful.  We know that it doesn’t really make sense, but it seems to be who we are.  Many of us are mindful of our need to be thankful during this one week of the year.  But when we are really thinking clearly, we all know that we have much to be thankful for every day of every week of the year.    This year let’s try to make a concerted effort to carry our thanksgiving throughout the rest of the year.  May we strive to be deliberate in our practice of returning thanks in all things.

          We can achieve this goal if we recall our chief end...to love God and glorify God forever.  This means that we will return thanks more often than the fourth Thursday of November, as we are gathered around a table spread with turkey, dressing, cranberry sauce and those cute little pilgrim candles to complete the thanksgiving mood.  Returning thanks needs to become a way of life.  It means that returning thanks has to come as naturally to us as does our very breathing.  May we become people who show our gratitude in all things.

And unto our God, who is the source of all life, be all glory and honor and blessing and wisdom and power and might AND thanksgiving now and forevermore.  Amen.

