
THURSDAY) NOVEMBER 22) 1984 

"THE THERAPY OF THANKFULNESS" 

PSALM 92:1-4 • 

PSALM 100 

I THESSALONIANS 5:16-18 

THE TITLE OF THIS SERMON WAS GIVEN TO ME BY 

A WOMAN WHO ATTENDED THIS SERVICE HERE TWO 

YEARS AGO. As SHE WAS LEAVING THE CHURCH 

SERVICE AND SHOOK MY HAND ) SHE SAID TO MEJ 

ulVE ALWAYS BELIEVED IN THE THERAPY OF 
THANKFULNESS.n THE NEXT DAY I WROTE THAT 

PHRASE DOWN AND VOWED TO USE IT AS THE TITLE 

FOR THE NEXT THANKSGIVING SERMON--AND SO TODAY 

HERE IT IS I 

THERE ARE TWO TEXTS FOR THIS MORNING'S SERMON. 

IN PSALMS 92, WE ARE TOLD--"IT IS GOOD TO GIVE 

THANKS TO Goo." .AND IN PAUL'S LETTER TO THE 

THESSALONIANS, HE REMINDED THEM: "REJOICE 

ALWAYS ) PRAY CONSTANTLY, GIVE THANKS IN ALL 

CIRCUMSTANCES I,, 

WHEN WE WERE LITTLE CHILDREN, OUR PARENTS AND 

OTHERS UNDOUBTEDLY URGED AND TAUGHT US TO SAY 

"THANK You" WHEN SOMETHING NICE WAS GIVEN TO 

US--A HALLOWEEN TREAT) A BIRTHDAY PRESENT) 

A CHRISTMAS PRESENT. 

THAT MAKES A GOOD BEGINNING FOR LEARNING TO 

BE THANKFUL. HOWEVER) TOO MANY OF US GROW 
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UP AND STILL THINK OF THANKSGIVING IN THOSE 

TERMS. WE THINK OF THANKFULNESS AS AN ACTJ 

AS BEING GRATEFUL FOR SPECIFIC OBJECTS OR 
. . 

EVENTS OR PEOPLE. 

HOPEFULLYJ WE WILL GROW IN OUR THANKFULNESS 

SO THAT IT BECOMES AN ATTITUDE AS WELL AS AN 

ACT--A STANCE TOWARD LIFE, 

THAT'S WHAT ST. PAUL WAS URGING THE THESSALONIAN 

CHRISTIANS TO DO--TO GIVE THANKS IN ALL 

CIRCUMSTANCES, IT IS GOOD TO GIVE THANKS TO 

Gon� NO MATTER WHAT. IN OTHER WORDS� THERE 

IS A THERAPY--A HEALING POWER IN THANKFULNESS 

AS SUCH. 

WHAT ARE SOME OF THE RESULTS OF THIS THERAPY? 

1. FIRSTJ THE PROPER ATTITUDE OF THANKFULNESS 

LEADS TO HUMILITY. AND THERE ARE NONE OF US 

WHO EVER HAS ENOUGH HUMILITY, JESUS TOLD ABOUT 

A PHARISEE AND A SINNER WHO EACH OFFERED A 

PRAYER, THE PHARISEE PRAYED, uGOD, I THANK 

THEE THAT I AM NOT LIKE OTHER PEOPLE," IN OTHER 

WORDS--"GODJ I THANK YOU THAT I AM BETTER THAN 

OTHERSu--THERE'S NO THERAPY IN THAT KIND OF 

THANKFULNESS, 

PERHAPS NO OTHER RESULT OF THE THERAPY OF 

THANKFULNESS IS AS NECESSARY IN OUR TIME AS 

THAT OF HUMILITY. 
f 

RECENTLY IN AN ARTICLE IN THE NEW YORK TIMES 
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MAGAZINE, ENTITLED "THE HEARTLESS SOCIETY,u 

JOHN KENNETH GALBRAITH POINTED OUT IN AN 

AFFLUENT SOCIETY AS OURSJ THOSE OF US WHO ARE 

REASONABLY COMFORTABLE, FIND REASONS FOR 

EXEMPTING OURSELVES FROM CONCERN FOR THE POOR. 

WE HAVE DIFFICULTY BEING HUMBLE, 

GALBRAITH SAYS THAT ON FEW MATTERS HAS THE 

HUMAN MIND BEEN SO RESOURCEFUL-�WEJ THE 

FORTUNATE, HAVE MANAGED TO GET THE IMPOVERISHED 

OUT OF OUR THOUGHTS AND OFF OUR CONSCIENCES, 

How HAVE WE DONE THIS? WITH A LACK OF HUMILITY� 

THOSE OF US WHO ARE THE MORE FORTUNATE HAVE 

MANAGED TO CONVINCE OURSELVES THAT THIS IS 

BECAUSE WE ARE THE NATURAL BENEFICIARIES OF 

SUPERIOR I�lTELLIGENCEJ D.ILIGEN.CE J FORESIGHT) 

ENERGY AND MORALITY. WE HAVE.MORE BECAUSE 

WE DESERVE MOREJ AND IT'S DIFFICULT TO BE 

THANKFUL FOR THAT WHICH WE THINK WE DESERVE. 

AND .WE HAVE CONVINCED OURSELVES THAT TH·E 

DEPRIVED ARE THE NATURAL VICTIMS OF THEIR OWN 

INSISTENT IDLENESS) FECKLESSNESS OR INFERIOR 

ABILITIES. OR WE TELL OURSELVES THAT THEIR 

MEAGER, MOBILE OR CAUSAL EXISTENCE IS THEIR 

PREFERENCE AS TO MODE OF L.IFE--THEY ARE HAPPIER 

WHEN THEY SLEEP UNDER BRIDGES OR ON THE STREET 

GRATES. WE THINK IT IS THEIR CHOICE. 

AT A HIGHER LEVEL OF SOPHISTICATIONJ SOME 

SOCIAL EVOLUTIONISTS HAVE URGED THE EXCEPTIONALLY 

• 
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CONVENIENT THESIS THAT POVERTY IS THE SOCIALLY 

THERAPEUTIC AGENT THAT ELIMINATES THE UNFIT, 

WHEN DEEPLY DEFINED, TH-IS THESIS HELD THAT 

CHARITY, SINCE IT ABATES THE PROCESS, SHOULD 

BE AVO·IDED, 

A LINGERING INSTINCT FOR THIS KIND OF SOCIAL 

EVOLUTIONISM REMAINS TODAY IN THE FEELING THAT 

GIFTS TO THE UNDESERVING PO·OR, EVEN TO INSOLVENT 

RELATIVES) ARE SOMEHOW BAD FOR THEIR CHARACTER. 

THIS KIND OF SOCIAL EVOLUTIONI.S.M IRONICALLY 

HAS A COMFORTABLE ASSOCIATION WITH SOME BR�NCHES 

OF FUNDAMENTALIST THEOLOGYJ WHICH HOLDS THAT 
PROPERTY EXPRESSES GOD

1

S APPROVAL OF THE WORTHY, 

AGAIN W�AT IS LACKING IN ALL THIS KIND OF 

THINKING IS HUMILITY WHICH CAN ONLY COME FROM 

AN ATTITUDE OF THANKFULNESS IN ALL CIRCUMSTANCES. 

THE STOCK BROKERAGE FIRM THAT REMINDS US THROUGH 

ITS COMMERCIALS THAT THEY MAKE MONEY THE OLD­

FASHIONED. WAY--THEY EARN IT--OTHER MAKE MONEY 

THE OLD-FASHIONED WAY--THEY INHERIT IT--MAY 

BE APPROPRIATE FOR THE STOCK MARKET--BUT THERE 

ARE A NUMBER OF THINGS IN THIS WORLD WE DO 

NOT EARN, AND CANNOT EARN. AND THAT 1 S WHAT 

WE SO OFTEN FORGET. 

WE DO NOT EARN LIFE. LIFE IS A GIFT--THE WHOLE 

WORLD IS A GIGANTIC LEGACY. LOVE IS A GIFT, 
. 

. 

OR ELSE IT 1 S NOT LOVE AT ALL. WE DO NOT EARN 

LOVE FROM ANOTHER PERSON OR FROM GOD, LOVE 
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IS ALWAYS A GIFT. ALL IT REQUIRES IS TO BE 

ACCEPTED AS A GIFT, 

To BE HONESTLY AND THOROUGHLY THANKFUL AND 

SO TO EXPERIENCE THE THERAPY OF THANKFULNESS 

IS TO ACKNOWLEDGE· THAT MOST OF WHAT WE HAVE 

IS A GIFT) AND THAT LEADS TO HUMILITY. 

2. SECONDLY, THANKFULNESS CAN BE THERAPEUTIC 

BECAUSE IT REMINDS US THAT WE ARE NOT INDEPENDENT) 

BUT ARE CONN.ECTED TO EVERYTHING ELSE THAT IS. 

- THE CONNECTEDNESS OF THE CREATION) THE INTER­

DEPENDENCE OF CREATION IS A MESSAGE THAT NEEDS 
TO BE HEARD OVER AND OVER AGAIN. 

ON SUNDAY NOVEMBER 4J OF THIS YEARJ THERE WAS 

A FASCINATING ARTICLE I.N PARADE MAGAZINE ABOUT 

DR. JONAS SALKJ WHO YEARS AGO WAS THE PRIME 

DEVELOPER OF A POLIO VACCINE WHICH HAS ALL 

BUT ERADICATED ONE OF THE MOS'T DREADED DISEASES 

IN-THIS CENTURY, 

I N  DEVELOPING A POLIO VACCINE .FROM KILLED 

VIRUSES) DR, SALK HAD CHALLENGED MEDICAL 

ORTHODOXY) ACCORDING TO WHICH ONLY VACCINES 

MADE OF LIVING VIRUSES COULD OFFER DURABLE 

PROTECTION, THE CONTROVERS .. IES THAT FOLLOWED) 

THE PASSIONS AND ANTAGONISMS THAT WERE AROUSED) 

THRUST SALK INTO A D IFFERENT KIND OF LABORATORY-­

THE LABORATORY OF HUMAN BEHAVIOR) OF HUMAN 

VALUES AND EMOTIONS. 

OUT OF THIS GREW HIS CONVICTIO� THAT THE HEALING 



6 

OF SICK MINDS HAD TO GO HAND IN HAND WITH THE 

HEALING OF SICK BODIES, So, SINCE 1955, THE 

FOCUS OF HIS EN.ERG I ES HAS SH I FT.ED TO INCLUDE 

BROADER HUMAN PROBLEM AS WELL AS MORE NARROW 

SCIENTIFIC ONES--NOT O·NLY A SICK BODY, BUT 

ALSO A SICK PLANET THAT HE BELIEVES· IS GOING 

TO BECOME UNMANAGEABLEY SICKER UNLESS WE 

DISCOVER WI TH IN OU.RS ELVES OUR OWN HEAL I NG 

POWER AND INSTINCTIVE WISDOM, IT IS A 

QUESTION� IN SHORT� OF OUR DESTINY AS A 

SPECIES, AS A PLANET, 

WE NEEDJ THEREFOREJ A NEW WAYJ A NEW VISION 

OF SEEING THE WORLD AND OURSELVES, WHEN WE 

ARE PREOCCUPIED WITH SURVIVAL, MUCH OF OUR 

BEHAVIOR IS D ICTATED BY FEAR) AND IT'S THE 

KIND OF FEAR THAT OFTEN HAS LITTLE TO DO WITH 

THREATS TO OUR ACTUAL SURVIVAL, SUCH SURVIVAL 

BEHAVIOR CAN BE TRIGGERED BY THE FEAR OF LOSING 

ANYTHING THAT WE PERCEIVE AS ESSENTIAL FOR 

OUR WELL-BEI.NG--A RELATIONSHIP1 A POSITION_, 

THE GOOD OPINION OF THOSE AROUND, 

SALK BELIEVES THAT SURVIVAL BEHAVIOR HAS BEEN 

INGRAINED IN US FOR SO LONG THAT OUR AUTOMATIC 

RESPONSE IS TO ·GRAVITATE TO IT. So SWITCHING 

TO ANOTHER VIEW OF THINKING AND REALITY IS 

NOT EASY--BUT IT IS BOTH .POSSIBLE AND NECESSARY, 

UNTIL NOW� WE OFTEN HAVE OVER-EMPHASIZED 

INDEPENDENCE--THE BELIEF THAT A SINGLE 

INDIVIDUAL OR A SINGLE NATION CAN DETACH 

ITSELF FROM EVERYTHING ELSE AND STILL SURVIVE. 
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AND IN OUR VIEW OF THINGS, WE HAVE TENDED TO 

SEE THEM IN THEIR SEPARATENESS RATHER THAN 

WITH THEIR CONNECTION AND .INTER-DEPENDENCE--
. . . 

WE HAVE OVER-EMPHASIZED DIVERSITY AND DIFFERENCES . 

So FOR EXAMPLE) WE HAVE TENDED TO SEE PERSONS 

AS BLACKS AND WHITESJ OR I NDIANS, OR JEWS OR 

CHRISTIANS, OR MosLEMS, RATHER THAN ADJECTIVES 

AND NOUNS, AS PART OF THE HUMAN RACE WHICH 

IS ITSELF CONNECTED TO ALL OF  CREATION. 

WORSE STILL1 WE HAVE THEN MADE SOME PEOPLE 

INFERIOR AND OTHERS SUPERIOR AND HAVE SET UP 
BARRIERS TO TRUST AND FORGIVENESS. IF INSTEAD 

WE ARE INTER-DEPENDENT, THEN THERE IS NO ONE 

WHO IS SUPERIOR OR INFERIOR. WE ALL NEED EACH 

OTHER. 

Now MORE AND MORE I F  WE ARE TO SURVIVE AS A 

WORLD , WE HAVE TO BE ABLE TO SEE OURSELVES 

AS PART OF A UNITY WHICH TRANSCENDS ALL 

DIFFERENCES. THE UNITY AND CONNECTIONS HAVE 

ALWAYS BEEN THERE. 

WE ARE NOT MADE UP, AS WE HAVE ALWAYS SUPPOSED 

OF ONLY OUR OWN PARTS. RATHER WE ARE SHARED, 

RENTED, OCCUPIED. AT THE INTERIOR OF OUR 

CELLS, DRIVING THEM) PROVIDING MUCH OF WHAT 

WE NEED TO LIVE, ARE THE TINIEST MITOCHONDRIA, 

AND IN A STRICT SENSE THEY ARE NOT OURS, THEY 

TURN OUT TO BE SEPARATE CREATURES) VERY PRIMITIVE 

BACTERIA1 BUT WITHOUT THEM WE WOULD NOT MOVE 

A MUSCLE, DRUM A FINGER, THINK A THOUGHT . 

• 
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THESE ARE JUST ONE OF THE MANY KINDS OF LITTLE 

CREATURES WHI.CH EXIST WITHIN US AND AROUND 

US, THERE ARE MANY TINY BEINGS WHICH WORK 

AND LIVE WITHIN OUR CELLS. OUR CELLS ARE NOT 

THE PURENTITIES THAT IN THE PAST WE LIKED TO 

THINK THEY WERE, 

THERE ARE SO MANY INTER-CONNECTIONS WITHIN 

AND BETWEEN ALL CREATURES THAT WE CAN NOW KNOW 

ABOUT, THUS TRUE THANKSGIVING TODAY MEANS 

BEING GRATEFUL FOR ALL THE HELP WE GET FROM 

ALL SORTS OF UNKNOWN CREATURES. 

3. THIRDLYJ THERE IS A THERAPY IN THANKFULNESS 

BECAUSE IT DELIVERS US FROM CYNICI.SM AND ANXIETY, 

SOMEONE HAS DEFINED A CYNIC AS. AN INDIVIDUAL 

WHO KNOWS THE PRICE OF EVERYTHING, BUT THE 

VALUE OF NOTHING. BEING THANKFUL EMP.HASIZES 

APPRECIATIO.N MORE THAN APPRAISAL. 

BEING THANKFUL CAN HELP US TO SEE VALUE WHERE 

WE THOUGHT THERE WAS NONE, LISTEN TO WHAT 

WILLIAM LAW HAS TO SAY--ufoR IT IS CERTAIN 

THAT WHATEVER SEEMING CALAMITY HAPPENS TO YOUJ 

IF YOU THANK AND PRAISE GoDJ YOU CAN TURN IT 

INTO A BLESSING, THE TRUE SAINT IS NOT THE 

ONE WHO PRAYS THE MOSTJ OR DOES THE MOST 

FASTING, OR WHO. IS THE MOST EMINENT FOR 

TEMPERANCE J OR JUSTICEJ BUT IT IS THE ONE WHO 

IS ALWAYS THANKFUL TO Gop J AND WHO RECEIVES 

EVERYTH ING AS AN INSTANCE OF Goo's GOODNESS 

AND WHO IS ALWAYS READY TO PRAISE GOD FOR IT. " 
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AGAIN, ST. PAUL WROTE--uGIVE THANKS IN ALL 
. .  

CIRCUMSTANCES.n SOMETIMES THE CHANGE OF A 
. . 

. . . 

PREPOSITION IN THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE MAKES ALL 

THE DIFFERENCE IN MEANING. ST. PAUL SAID WE 

ARE TO BE THANKFUL IN_ ALL CIRCUMSTANCESJ RATHER 

THAN FOR ALL CIRCUMSTANCES. THERE IS A DIFFERENCE 

BETWEEN GIVING THANKS FOR SOMETHING AND GIVING 

THANKS IN SOMETHING, I T  CERTAINLY WOULD BE 

IMPOSSIBLE TO BE THANKFUL FOR SOME TOWERING 

TRAGEDY; IT IS NOT IMPOSSIBLE TO BE THANKFUL 

IN IT. THUS SOME OF THE MOST SI.NCERE AND 
STRONGEST FEELINGS OF THANKSGIVINGJ SOME OF 

THE CLASSIC PRAYERS HAVE BEEN UTTERED IN THE 

MIDST OF THE GREAT TROUBLEJ WHEN TO THE OUTSIDER 

IT WOULD SEEM THERE WAS NO CAUSE FOR THANKSGIVING, 

Nor ONLY DOES. BEING THANKFUL SAVE us FROM 

CYNICISM J BUT IT ALSO SAVES US FROM ANXIETY 

AND FEAR, BEING ANXIOUS AND FULL OF WORRY 

IS A DISEASE THAT MANY OF US HAVE. BUT WHEN 

WE ARE IN THE HABIT OF THANKING GOD AND ALSO 

BEING GRATEFUL TO OUR' BROTHERS AND SISTERS 

IN THE HUMAN RACE) THEN WE ALSO COME TO TRUST 

THAT GOD WILL PROVIDE US WITH ALL THINGS 

NEEDFUL. 

YES) THERE IS A THERAPY IN THANKFULNESS. I T  

REMINDS US THAT THE EARTH IS GOD '·s AND THE 

FULNESS THEREOF) IT TEACHES HUMILITYJ INTER­

DEPENDENC�J AND SAVES US FROM CYNICISMJ ANXIETY 

AND FEAR. 
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So BE THANKFUL TODAY, BUT ALSO TOMORROW AND 

THE NEXT D·AY. IT IS GOOD TO GIVE THANKS TO 
. 

. . 

GoD--MORE THAN THAT--IT IS GOOD FOR US. AMEN, 


