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Thursday Novemb�r 25, 1982 

''BE ING THANKFUL CAl�· CHANGE YOUR LIFE'' Luke 18: 10-14 

Sydney Harris, a newspaper columnist wrote in one of his 
columns about a young man who was working in a garage 
with his father and this young man was complaining. He 
said, ''I don't owe the world a thing. I didn't ask to 
be born.'' Harris then went on to comment--''It 's true 
tl1at nobody asks to be born. But it does .not follow that 
we don't owe the world anything or th�t we therefore have 
the right to feel ungrateful. Life itself is a gift and 
we have a tremendous debt to the past; to those who have 
gone before us; and to God which we take for granted.'' 

Harris went on to say: ''Ti1.e young man in the garage had 
never taken a good look around l1in1. Everyth.ing he enjoys 
doing is a free gift from tl1e past and from others. His 
tools, his machinery, his clothes, indeed his health it­
self--all were invented or developed or fortified by his 
ancestors. How many of us could survive at all without 
t·his tremendous inheritance we accept so thougl1tlessly. 
Consider the brilliant people, t·he patient people, tr1e 
dedicated men and women who labored often without· reward 
on projects both great and small, from the steam engine 
to the safety pin.'' 

The Young man in the garage, as well as the rest of us, 
would be like a beast in the forest if it were not for 
better individuals than he. He would be unclad, unshod, 
ravaged by disease and riddled with misery. It has been 
said that not any one of us contributes more than one 
millionth of one percent to the accumulated knowledge and 
comfort we call civilization. The farmer inherits his 
tools from the wisdom of the past; the manufac�urer depends 
upon the kind of brains tnat were more interested in pro­
gress than profit; the school boy or girl benefits from 
untold l1ours of reaearc'r1 and devotion.'' 

The wl1ole·, world is a gigantiC: legacy. Imagine having to 
start afresh each generation. Who would invent t·he wheel, 
devise tl1e lever, construct the alphabet and multiplication 
tables? Who would discover the measles's vaccine or 
penicillin? I could not! Could you? 

So it is that we owe gratitude to God and beyond this, we 
owe loyalty and thanksgiving to others in the past and in 
the present. We were born into a world where most of the 
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Ungratefulness is a barbarous trait. It is also the height 
of ego-centricity. The young man in the garage is greedy 
for all the advantages that ancient minds can confer upon 
him, but he will not pay homage to God or history or others. 
He did not ask to be bo�n, but he is asktng to die as a 
sullen savage, crouched in a motorcar he did not make, be­
hind an,, engine he cannot con tro 1. 

While ungratefulness is a barbarous trait, being thanl<.ful 
can change your li:fe for the better. It's· part of the 
secret to finding life�s deepest meaning. Show me a: grate­
f.ul1:pe.rson :and,-::cli· . .--,_will show you an individual who lives 
Joyously and with a sense of God's presence in his or her 
life. 

Carlyle r'larney, .a Baptist minister who died a few years 
ago, once told of a girl who was born without arms and 
legs but she was deeply loved by her family. Through 
special training, sbe developed a fantastic mind and spirit. 
When si1e was 20 years old, l1er brot·her brought 11.ome a 
friend from college, a philosop.hy .major, a sophom.ore. 
Sophomores in college know everything, challenge everything. 
After a few days in the home, he couldnt hdlld it any more�. 
He fina·,lly asked her, , ''Don't you wish that you had never 
been morn? How on ·eart·h can you believe in a God of pur­
pose and love when you look at yourself c;3.nd see other 
people with arms and legs and the opportunities to move 
about and do and achieve? If I were you, I woul4 curse 
whatever dealt me tt1is. '' The young:iwomam: answered calmly, 
''I wouldn't have missed the chance to be alive for anything 
in the world. I suppose what l1as been available to n1e :: 
seems. very little compared to tl1e opportunities many other 
people get, but when compared to not having existed at all, 
to 11ever ·see, to never tasting, to never smelling, never 
hearing, never knowing the aelights of reading and thinking 
and relating, I am overwhelmingly grateful for the oppor­
tunity to live that has been mine�'' What a conras t to the 
young man in the garage that Harris wrote about. 

Being thankful can change our lives. Let me be more specific. 
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1. First of all, being thankful reminds us that the earth 
-

":L�. the Lord's and the fullness thereat, the world and those 
that dwell therein.'' (Psalm 24) Without tl1ankdlulness, we 
tend to forget this and come to think that the earth is 
ours--that we deserve all the good things that have - c·.on1e 
·to us and it's difficult to be tl1ankful for w·hat we think 
we deserve in the first place. 

Then we often take it one step further and begin to believe 
that we ·have so mucl1 because we are better than those who 
have less. And so our prayer of thanksgiving becomes like 
that of the Pharisee, ''·God, I thank thee that I am not like 
otl1er people, extortionees, unjust, adulterers, ' '  and we 
go on to remind God of �ow good we really are, . and then it's 
not a prayer of thanksgiving at all, but rather talking to 
ourselves. 

Being honestly thankful, on the other hand, is to acknow-
1edge t·ha.t we have not earned what we have. Life is a 

gift. Love is a gift. That's why at the center of our 
faith and at the center of the Bible's message is the act 
of thanksgiving and praise. 

William Law, one of the outstanding men of prayer of the 
l8tl1 century wrote--''If anyone would tell you the shortest, 
surest way to all happiness and perfection, he must tell 
you to make a rule to yourself to thank and praise God for 
everyti1ing that i1appens to you.:: In other words, thanks­
giving l1as nothing to do with abundance or shortages. It's 
a matter of our relationship to God • 

. 

Being tl1ankful can change our lives because it is part of 
the key to the meaning of life itself as it reminds us of 
our dependence and relationship to God and to others. 

2. Secondly, beii;ig .�µankful can c�a;ige our l�ve9 becaus� 
it delivers us from cynicism ang an�iet�. Someone has de-
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fined a cynic as an individual who knows t4e price of 
everyth.ing, but the value of nothing.'' B ·eing thankful 
tells us the value of things and of life itself. All cornes 
from God and therein is its value. And more than that, 
being thankful and praising God can help us see ·value where 
we thought there was none. 

Again, listen to William Law 
certain that whatever seeming 

'' on this matter-- For 
calamity happens to 
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you thank and praise God, you turn it into a blessing. The 
true saint is not the one who prays the most, or does the 
most fasting, or who is most eminent for tempe_rence, or 
Justice, but it is the one who is always thankful to God, 
who receives everything as an instance of God's goodness 
and wl10 is always ready to praise God for it. '' 

St. Paul is a good example� When in chains in prison, he 
wrote his letter of joy to the PHILIPPIANS. He practiced 
wi1at he had written earlier to the Thessalonians: Rejoice 
always, pra_y const·antly, give thanks in all circumstances.'' 

Perhaps the most important distinction to note here is 
tl1at we are to be thankful in all circumstances, rather 
than for all circumstances. There is a difference between 
giving thanks for something and giving thanks in something. 
It certainly.would be impossible to be thankful for some 
towering tragedy; but it is not impossible for us to be 
thankful in it. Thl).s some of the most sincere and strong­
est feelings of thanksgiving, some of the cLassic prayers 
have been .uttered in th·e midst of great trouble, when to 
the outsider it would seem there was no cause for Thanks­
giving, 

L Not only does being thankful save us from cynicism, but it 

also saves us anxi_ety a11d fear. Be_ing anxious and full of 
worry is a weakness in many of t1E,. But when we are in the 
l1abit of thanking God and also be·ing grateful to our 
brothers and sisters in the human race, then we also come 
to trust that God will provide us with all thin·g§f; heedful. 

S0111eone has written, ''Is not the dread of thirst when your 
well is full, the tl1irst that is unquenchable?'' How true 
tl1at is. Are there two words anywl1ere that evoke more fore­
bociing ti1an the words: ''What if? What if? '' We let our 
fears run ahead of us. The fear of need is in some ways 
worse tl1an need itself in the present. Trust, however, 
wt1i.ch comes from being tl1ankful, is the polar oppos·±te of 
tne fear of need. And we gain this trust through the 
i;egular act of thanksgiving. J:vfore than anything else, 
gratitude is a form of consciousness raising. It makes us 
aware, as p�rhaps never before, of how we are being and 
have been plessed, 

,-� I believe that our Pilgrim fathers and mothers understood 
this and that is why the thanksgiving festival was celebrated. 
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ness is an acknowledgement that we are not self-made 
individuals. It's an acknowledgement that we live in an 
inter-dependent world. None of us could make it on our 
own. We are all connected to each other. Our Pilgrim 
forefathera and mothers could not have survived these 
first few years without the help of the Indians as well 
-as ti1e l1elp ans support of each·."other. 

The first winter the Pilgrims lived ab-oard the ship the 
Mayflower. Then in March 1621, an Abnaki Indian appeared 
in tl1e village announcing, ''I am Samoset I' '

1 He had learned 
son1e English from British seamen of Newfoundland. ·He 
brought with him Squanto, a local Patuxet Indian, whose 
people had been wiped out a few years before in a deadly 
epidernic t11at swept New England. Squanto became their 
interpreter and tutor. He taught them where to hunt and 
fisl1, w·here to gather clams and nuts and berries--Ii.n ot·her 
words he taug·ht them how to survive in this new country. 

5. 

That fall, the first Thanksgiving was celebrated. It could 
just as easily have been a mourning festival. After all, 
every family had some member in grave, To lament all that 
had been lost would have been very logical and natural. 
Instead it was a festival of thanksgiving. They focused 
on wl1at was going for them, instead of what was going 
against them. 

Tha� band of people survived because of a trust in the 
future wfiich was based on a deeper trust in God. Being 
thankful helped to changed their lives. 

Being t11ankful can change your life an·d mine for the better. 
It reminds us t11at tl1e eart·h is the Lord.':s; thanksgiving 
saves as fron1 cynicism and anxiety, and thanksgiving brings 
us l1umili.ty. Choosing to be grateful is a way of becoming 
aware of all that has been, all that is, and therefore all 
that sl1all be avai'lable. Surely goodness and n1ercy have 
followeJ us and will continue to be wit·h us. Thanks be to 
God ! · An1en. 


