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With Thanksgiving Day approaching, our two Scripture readings both speak of giving 
thanks. Psalm 100 calls upon us to “enter God’s gates with thanksgiving” and to “give 
thanks to God.” And the apostle Paul gives thanks for the Ephesians as he remembers 
them in his prayers. 
 
Psalm 100 is up there with the 23rd Psalm as being one of the best known and most loved 
psalms. It is treasured by the Reformed tradition. Just after the Scottish Reformation of 
1560, a metrical version of the psalm -- “All People That on Earth Do Dwell” – was 
composed by William Kethe, a friend of the Scottish reformer, John Knox. It was set to a 
tune by Louis Bourgeois, musical composer for John Calvin. The tune became known as 
Old Hundredth. 
 
All people that on earth do dwell,  
sing to the LORD with cheerful voice.  
Serve him with joy, his praises tell,  
come now before him and rejoice! 
 
Of course, today we associate the tune much more with the words of “The Doxology” – 
“Praise God from whom all blessings flow . . .” 
 
Psalm 100 impresses upon us that we are not our own. On the contrary, we owe our very 
existence to God. “It is God who made us, and to God we belong.” Indeed, we are 
completely dependent upon God. “We are God’s people, and the sheep of God’s pasture.” 
We put our trust in God, because God is good, reliable, dependable. “God’s steadfast love 
endures forever, and God’s faithfulness to all generations.” 
 
And so, we give God our thanks and praise. We “make a joyful noise to God,” we 
“worship God with gladness, we “come into God’s presence with singing.” We “enter 
God’s gates with thanksgiving, and God’s courts with praise.” We “give thanks to God.” 
We “bless God’s name.” 
 
Psalm 100 is so important to the Reformed tradition that its essential lesson turns up in the 
first question and answer of the Westminster Shorter Catechism: “What is the chief end of 
humankind?” “The chief end of humankind is to glorify God and enjoy God forever.” 
There it is -- the purpose of life -- in a nutshell: “to glorify God and enjoy God forever.”  
 
It’s a funny thing, though. All this runs counter to much of U.S. culture, which urges us to 
be self-made men and women, to be independent, to be self-reliant, to be rugged 
individualists, to depend on no one but ourselves. “It’s my life,” we say, “I can do what I 
want with it.”  
 
But the Bible insists that our lives are not simply our own to live. We belong to God. It is 
God who created us, and it is God who sustains us. We are God’s people, the sheep of 
God’s pasture. We owe our deepest gratitude to God. 



 
Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann calls Psalm 100 an “act of sanity.” “Obviously 
our world is at the edge of insanity and we with it,” he says. “Inhumaneness is developed 
as a scientific enterprise. Greed is celebrated as economic advance. Power runs unbridled 
to destructiveness.” “In a world like this one, our psalm is an act of sanity,” Brueggemann 
says, “whereby we may be ‘reclothed in our rightful minds’ (Mk. 5:15). . . . Life is no longer 
self-grounded without thanks but rooted in thanks.” 
 
Moving on to our second reading, the apostle Paul does not cease giving thanks for the 
Ephesians, because he has heard of their faith in Jesus and their love toward all the saints. 
Paul had heard about the church in Ephesus from others. Things were happening there 
and people were talking about it. And Paul was grateful. His missionary journeys to 
spread the good news of Jesus Christ would not have been successful had the churches he 
planted in various places not generated buzz in their communities and beyond.  
 
The importance of word of mouth is just as important in our day as it was in Paul’s. New 
movies and books may have enormous advertising budgets today, but it’s only when 
people start talking about them and recommending them to their friends that movies 
become box office blockbusters and books become bestsellers. The same is true of 
churches. Statistics show that 70-90 percent of people who first come to a church, do so 
because someone invited them.  
 
We need to generate some buzz around St. Andrew. Even during this pandemic, we can 
invite people to check out our congregation on-line -- whether it be for Sunday morning 
worship, a Sunday afternoon adult CE class, our various weekly discussion groups, or 
opportunities to help others in our community through our mission activities. If you have 
a Facebook account, please make a point to share posts from the church’s Facebook page 
with your friends. If you have a NextDoor account, let your neighbors know what’s going 
on at St. Andrew from time to time and let them know that wherever they are on life’s 
journey, they are always welcome here. 
 
Paul’s gratitude for the Ephesians’ faith and love led him to remember them in his prayers. 
“I pray that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the God of glory, may give you a spirit of 
wisdom and revelation as you come to know him,” Paul wrote, “so that, with the eyes of 
your heart enlightened, you may know what is the hope to which he has called you.” 
 
May Paul’s prayer for the Ephesians be a prayer for us as well. We could use “a spirit of 
wisdom and revelation.” We could use the eyes of our hearts enlightened. We’d like to 
“know what is the hope to which God has called [us].” 
 
That’s why the Session is entering into a season of prayer and discernment during Advent 
and Christmas, and we are inviting the whole congregation to join with us. As we begin 
this new church year we will be asking for God’s guidance. We will be seeking the mind of 
Christ. We will be praying for the leading of the Spirit. 
 
What does God have in mind for St. Andrew? Who is God calling us to be? What is God 
calling us to do? Where do the needs of the community and our congregation’s deepest joy 
intersect? What is God calling us to be and do NOW in our current reality during this 
pandemic? What is our future? Where are we going? What would God have us do? 
 
Please join us in prayer and reflection this Advent and Christmas. In January, with the 
eyes of our hearts enlightened, we will have some opportunities to share with one another 
what we believe is the hope to which God is calling us. 



 
In the meantime, Thanksgiving Day is almost upon us! Under normal circumstances, it 
would be a day when we would gather together with family and friends to give thanks to 
God for the blessings we have received. But this year, with COVID infections, 
hospitalizations, and deaths at all-time highs, Thanksgiving will not quite be the same. 
Most of us will not be traveling to see family or hosting large gatherings in our homes. 
And while it is disappointing not to be able to celebrate Thanksgiving as we have in the 
past, it is the wiser, safer course of action to stay at home and rely on our phones and 
computers to make contact with loved ones. 
 
And let’s be honest. Some of us may not feel ready to give thanks this week. It’s 
understandable. The pandemic appears to be out of control; our state is on lock down; 
friends and family members are getting sick with COVID; many small businesses have 
had to close; millions of people have lost their jobs; and the transition of power in 
Washington is not going smoothly. What do we have to be thankful for in such difficult 
and uncertain times? 
 
I’d like to respond to that question by quoting Henri Nouwen, the Catholic priest from 
Holland who lived and worked in the United States, Canada, and Latin America, until his 
untimely death some years ago.  One of his books is a Latin American Journal entitled 
Gracias! The journal gives an account of Nouwen’s six-month stay in Bolivia and Peru in 
the early 1980s.  This is an excerpt from the conclusion of his journal entitled “A Call to be 
Grateful”: 
 
“The title of this journal summarizes what I found, learned, and heard.  The word that I 
kept hearing, wherever I went, was: Gracias!  It sounded like the refrain from a long ballad 
of events.  Gracias a usted, gracias a Dios, muchas gracias – thank you, thanks be to God, 
many thanks!  I saw thousands of poor and hungry children, I met many young men and 
women without money, a job, or a decent place to live.  I spent long hours with sick, 
elderly people, and I witnessed more misery and pain than ever before in my life.  But, in 
the midst of it all, that word lifted me again and again to a new realm of seeing and 
hearing: ‘Gracias!  Thanks!’ 
 
“In many of the families I visited nothing was certain, nothing predictable, nothing totally 
safe.  Maybe there would be food tomorrow, maybe there would be work tomorrow, 
maybe there would be peace tomorrow.  Maybe, maybe not.  But whatever is given – 
money, food, work, a handshake, a smile, a good word, or an embrace – is a reason to 
rejoice and say gracias.  What I claim as a right, my friends in Bolivia and Peru received as 
a gift; what is obvious to me was a joyful surprise to them; what I take for granted, they 
celebrate in thanksgiving; what for me goes by unnoticed became for them a new occasion 
to say thanks. 
 
“And slowly I learned.  I learned what I must haven forgotten somewhere in my busy, 
well-planned, and very “useful” life.  I learned that everything that is, is freely given by 
the God of love.  All is grace.  Light and water, shelter and food, work and free time, 
children, parents and grandparents, birth and death – it is all given to us.  Why?  So that 
we can say gracias, thanks: thanks to God, thanks to each other, thanks to all and 
everyone.” 
 
May it be so.  Amen. 


