WE GATHER TOGETHER

Sermon for Thanksgiving Day, November 26, 2009

Readings: Joel 2:21-27; Psalm 126; James 1: 17-27; Matthew 6:25-33

Sermon text: You shall eat in plenty, and be satisfied, and praise the name of the Lord your God, who has dealt wondrously with you. Joel 2; 26

Today the prophecy of Joel, chapter 2 verse  26, shall be fulfilled for each of you: “You shall eat in plenty, and be satisfied, and praise the name of the Lord.”

And if you have been so good as to have run in the turkey trot, and now attend church—there is an indulgence granted right there—you can also feel entirely justified as well as satisfied. Gloating may even be in order.

But let’s not go overboard. It’s just for today. In a few days Advent begins with its warnings that the end is near. As Jesus said in the sentence following this morning’s gospel portion: “So do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will bring worries of its won. Today’s trouble is enough for today.” (Matthew 6: 34)

Be thankful for today. It’s a good day, a feast day. For children it may be a relatively minor celebration, coming between the twin high peaks of joy called Halloween and Christmas, but for adults it is an important occasion, the time for gathering of family and friends. The dinner party of dinner parties, as Garrison Keillor says. If there fireworks and faux pas, well, they make for good stories later.

For children there is play with cousins. This, as I reflect on the ghost of thanksgivings past, was a relatively rare occurrence in my family. You see we moved around a lot, from LA, where I was born and where my grandparents lived, to Philadelphia, back to LA, then to New York in middle school years. My Uncle Jack, Aunt Ruth and three cousins moved too—from San Diego, to Detroit, to Arizona/ There were only a couple of years of overlap.

But I remember those gatherings fondly. We would gather at my maternal grandparents’ home in Inglewood. Walk in past Nana’s rose garden, into the living room—the plastic slip covers over the sofa to watch football or Lawrence Welk. The big old dining room table now at my older brother’s house... 

We would walk in to a smothering hug to Nana’s grandmotherly bosom, about head high for my eight-year-old self, and then turn to Papa with his laughter and round glasses. He had lost his teeth as a young man and we couldn’t help but remember the times he would take his dentures out and show us them clacking. Uncle Henry was there in his cardigan sweater—a successful appellate lawyer who remained a bachelor his whole life—and who lived with and cared for his mother till he died, a few years before she did. Visits always included a game of chess; he liked to see how I was coming along.

Only now I see things I couldn’t understand then. We didn’t know then that the marriage of Nana and Papa, Clyde and Martha, had been something of a scandal—Martha a divorced mother of 26 (Henry was by her side), Clyde, a young man of 21 who had driven an early Chrysler in the 1920’s along the road—still really a trail—from Phoenix to Long Beach to make his fortune in car sales. Uncle Jack was their first child together—and then 15 years later my mother. Jack had gone off to World War II and been an air force bombardier and career officer, That’s when he was at San Diego. Later he retired and became a driver ed teacher. Somehow that always seemed a disappointment—and we were always wary of crossing Aunt Ruth. She could be tough. 

But my two brothers and I were always glad to see our cousins, three girls, Sue, Cary and Mary, all roughly staggered around our ages. 

The turkey, the German potatoes, the pies and pastries… then to run outside in the warm LA fall and throw a football or just run around.

A snapshot from long ago—somewhat faded—and filled with knowledge that comes of age. We couldn’t know then that we would seldom see our cousins again—except for Sue, the stalwart rock of relationship. All of them quarreled with their mother and left for long walkabouts. The youngest, Mary, went off to Brazil, where she lived most of her life; she is on her third husband. Cary we lost entirely; even Sue is not sure what’s become of her. The saddest thing is that my mother and her brother Jack quarreled after the death of Uncle Henry over the care in her last years of my grandmother. They didn’t speak for years—not until shortly before Jack’s death a few years ago.  Ruth could be difficult.

Siblings can quarrel even without in-laws—the first story outside of the garden of Eden is of Cain and Abel, two brothers, quarreling over whose offering is better. One of the most famous stories in the Bible—in Luke’s gospel, is the story of the prodigal son—who finally comes home after a riotous and wasteful youth—and is welcomed by his father. Prepare a feast he tells the servants—my son is back! But the old brother is mad. You never threw a feast for me. My brother certainly doesn’t deserve one.

We have all been at one time or the other the wasteful or the withholding one in a relationship. But on this day we are called to be the father—delighted to have his family back together. He was gone, but now he’s back—I know that feeling now that Eli has gone off to college and I feel the poignancy of our times together. 

For the prodigal father his son was dead—or as good as dead—but now he returns alive—sharing life together. We gather together. 

Remember the good times, we are told in Psalm 126. Remember the joyful feast—then were we like those who dream, then was our mouth filled with laughter and our tongue with shouts of joy. It may be that now we stand again in need. And so we pray, “Restore our fortunes, O Lord, like the watercourses in the Negev”—give us rain in due season. And because we trust in God so we sow with hope—even in tears. Knowing we will reap with joy—even in a future yet to be imagined.

Who knows what the future will be. The passage in Joel continues with the prophecy that the Spirit of the Lord will be poured out on all flesh—a prophecy the apostles believed began to be fulfilled with the descent of the Spirit at Pentecost. The passage in Matthew continues with Jesus telling his audience at the Sermon on the Mount that tomorrow will have troubles of its own—sufficient is this day and its troubles, don’t worry about tomorrow’s. 

Today is enough. Today we gather together. Today we feast. Today we give thanks. 

We have much to be thankful for. For one thing—a small but personally important thing—a couple of weeks ago my mother heard from Mary—after many years. She is coming up to the States for a visit. We’ll see her in a few weeks. I still have a letter that my cousin Mary wrote to me when she was about eleven, saying she looked up to me like an older brother she wished she had. It will be good to see her. The younger sister I never had.

May you gather this day with family and friends and share laughter and a prayer for those not there. May this day be a memory of joy to be held in your heart for future days when you need it. May you eat in plenty, and be satisfied, and praise the name of the Lord your God, who has dealt wondrously with you.

In the name of Christ, Amen.
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