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Colossians 3:12-17 
 
Some years ago, I was part of a group of pastors who met weekly to study together and 
to support one another in ministry. One morning, one of the pastors in the group shared 
an experience he had in anticipation of the coming Thanksgiving holiday. 
 
His church had a childrens’ daycare center on its premises, which was owned and 
operated by the congregation. The children’s center put out a monthly newsletter, and 
this pastor usually contributed something to each issue – a brief meditation, a poem, or 
a quotation. For November, with Thanksgiving approaching, he decided to submit a 
prayer with the suggestion that families might want to use it as part of their observance 
of the Thanksgiving holiday. It was a rather innocuous prayer from the United Farm 
Workers. It gave thanks to God for food and for the workers who harvest it for our 
tables. It was not an explicitly Christian prayer. There was no mention of Jesus. So he 
felt it would be suitable for families of various faith traditions. 
 
He soon received a call from the director of the children’s daycare center. Was he sure 
he wanted to put a prayer in the newsletter, she asked? “Yes, of course,” he said, “why 
not?” “Well,” she replied, “I know that Thanksgiving is coming up, but putting a 
Thanksgiving prayer . . . to God . . . in the newsletter . . . well . . . aren’t you afraid it 
might offend someone?” The pastor reassured the director of the children’s daycare 
center that he didn’t think the prayer would be a problem given that the newsletter was 
coming from a children’s center owned and operated by the church. The newsletter was 
printed with the prayer included. And there was no adverse response from its readers. 
 
My friend’s experience got our pastors group talking about the Thanksgiving holiday 
and how secular it has become. Wasn’t the whole point of Thanksgiving supposed to be 
a time for giving thanks to God? One pastor mentioned the Thanksgiving tradition that 
some families have of going around the dinner table and asking each person to say 
something they’re thankful for. It’s a wonderful tradition – as far as it goes. But we were 
struck by what it leaves out. It leaves out any mention of God as the object of our 
thanks. It stops short of naming God as the one to whom we give our thanks. 
 
The nineteenth-century English painter and poet, Dante Gabriel Rosetti once said that: 
“The worst moment for the atheist / is when he is really thankful / and has nobody to 
thank.” This got me wondering: have we bought into our secular culture so much that 
even on Thanksgiving Day we act as de facto atheists with no one to thank but 
ourselves? 
 
Granted, in this day and age, giving thanks to God may not be so easy for some of us. 
Giving thanks to God means acknowledging that we are in some way dependent upon 
God. And we don’t like to think of ourselves as dependent -- on anyone or anything. 



We like to think of ourselves as independent, self-sufficient, and in complete control of 
our lives.  
 
We delude ourselves, for God is the source of all that is. God is our Creator and 
Sustainer. We depend on God for the air we breathe, the water we drink, the earth that 
sustains us. We have God to thank for the precious gift of life itself and for the awesome 
beauty that surrounds us. 
 
The Thanksgiving holiday may make some of us think back to the Pilgrims and the 
Wampanoag people who gathered together in the fall of 1621 for a three-day harvest 
feast of thanksgiving in what is now Plymouth, Massachusetts. But that popular 
association of the Thanksgiving holiday with the Pilgrims and the Wampanoag didn’t 
really begin until the 1890s.  
 
It was actually Abraham Lincoln who made Thanksgiving an annual national holiday 
in an attempt to bring together the country, which had been torn apart by the Civil War. 
He proclaimed the last Thursday of November 1863 a national Thanksgiving Day. His 
proclamation said in part: 
 
“The year that is drawing towards its close has been filled with the blessing of fruitful 
fields and healthful skies.  To these bounties, which are so constantly enjoyed that we 
are prone to forget the source from which they come, others have been added, which 
are of so extraordinary a nature, that they cannot fail to penetrate and soften even the 
heart which is habitually insensible to the ever watchful providence of Almighty God.” 
 
Lincoln clearly regarded the Thanksgiving holiday as a “holy day” on which to give 
thanks to God.  With few exceptions, each of Lincoln’s successors followed his lead, 
proclaiming the last Thursday of November as a national Thanksgiving Day – until 
1939.  That year, the National Retail Dry Goods Association asked President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt to move Thanksgiving back one week, from Nov. 30 to Nov. 23, to allow for a 
longer Christmas shopping season.  Roosevelt agreed, announcing the change in 
August. 
 
But there was an immediate public outcry against Roosevelt’s decision. Letters and 
telegrams flooded the White House. A front page headline in The New York Times read: 
“Shift in Thanksgiving Date Arouses the Whole Country.” Many Americans were 
outraged that a special interest group of retailers would be able to determine when the 
nation gave thanks to God for no other reason than their own financial gain. The Rev. 
Norman Vincent Peale, preaching from the pulpit of New York’s Marble Collegiate 
Church, railed against the change: “What in the name of common sense has Christmas 
buying to do with it? . . . It is questionable thinking and contrary to the meaning of 
Thanksgiving for the president of this great nation to tinker with a sacred religious day 
on the specious excuse that it will help Christmas sales. The next thing we may expect 
Christmas to be shifted to May 1 to help the New York World's Fair of 1940." (The 
World’s Fair was in financial trouble.) 
 
Governors usually followed the president's lead with state proclamations for the same 
day, but now they didn’t know what to do. Football coaches, who had scheduled their 
big games for what they thought would be the Thanksgiving holiday – November 30 -- 



were just as upset at Roosevelt’s decision.  Some coaches scrambled to reschedule their 
games for November 23. Families didn’t know when to have their turkey dinners. And 
people weren't sure when to start their Christmas shopping. In the end, 23 states 
celebrated on Roosevelt’s declared day, Nov. 23, and 23 states waited until the last 
Thursday of the month, Nov. 30.  Colorado and Texas celebrated Thanksgiving twice! 
 
Afterwards, Roosevelt announced at a news conference that since moving the date had 
yielded no significant increase in retail sales, he would return Thanksgiving to its 
traditional date. But Congress intervened with legislation to ensure that future 
presidential proclamations could not affect the scheduling of the holiday. A 
compromise bill passed by Congress and signed by Roosevelt made Thanksgiving Day 
the fourth Thursday of November, whether it was the last Thursday of the month or 
not. (So, five years out of seven, it’s on the last Thursday of the month). And we have 
celebrated Thanksgiving on the fourth Thursday ever since. 
 
Of course, the whole idea of counting our blessings and giving thanks to God did not 
begin with Roosevelt, Lincoln, or even the Pilgrims and Wampanoag.  Giving thanks 
and praise to God has been a part of our Christian tradition from the beginning. 
 
This morning’s reading from the letter to the Colossians, which was written way back in 
the first century, speaks of Christian virtues, of the character of one who follows Christ.  
These are qualities exhibited by a faithful disciple of Christ: compassion, kindness, 
humility, meekness, patience, forbearance, forgiveness, love, peace.  Then, in each of the 
last three verses of this passage, there is a reference to thanksgiving.  “Be thankful,” the 
letter says.  “With gratitude in your hearts sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs to 
God.”  “And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord 
Jesus, giving thanks to God.” 
 
One of the primary messages that jumps out at me from this passage is the importance 
of living with a thankful heart.  One of the first things we ask of our children -- to say, 
“thank you” -- is one of the primary things God also asks of us: be thankful, have 
gratitude in your hearts, give thanks to God.   
 
“Gratitude,” said Cicero, “is not only the greatest of virtues, but the parent of all 
others.” 
 
There was a time in my life when I had difficulty giving thanks to God for all that I 
have.  How could I thank God for my material well-being, I wondered, when millions 
of people around the world, indeed, thousands of people in my own city, did not have 
adequate food, shelter, clothing, health care, or education?  If I was giving thanks for 
God’s blessings upon me, how then was I to understand God’s relationship to the poor?  
Had God not blessed the poor?  Had God forgotten them? 
 
I did not believe in the prosperity gospel that some televangelists preach on TV.  I did 
not believe that wealth was God’s reward to the faithful and poverty God’s punishment 
to the sinful.  Such a view was simply not compatible with my reading of the Bible.  On 
the contrary, God demanded economic justice for all.  And Jesus and the Prophets had 
some pretty challenging words for those who were rich. 
 



Then it occurred to me that the unequal distribution of the world’s resources has 
nothing to do with God’s activity in the world.  God did not make the United States the 
richest country in the world and Bangladesh the poorest.  God does not make some 
people wealthy and others poor.  God gives us life and all of the earth’s resources to 
sustain life and simply asks us to share.  There are haves and have-nots in this world 
because we have not shared the earth’s resources equitably with one another.  Economic 
injustice in the world may have many causes, but fundamentally it is the result of 
human greed.  It is all our doing.  There’s no use blaming God. 
 
And so I realized that there is much for which I can thank God without implying that 
God has anything to do with my economic status or anyone else’s.  I thank God for the 
precious gift of life, for my very existence.  I thank God for the earth that sustains us. I 
thank God for the love of family and friends, for the support of my church community. 
I thank God for love and laughter, for beauty and joy. And at the same time, I ask God 
to help me be a good steward of the resources in my care, to help me use them 
responsibly, and to help me share them generously.    
 
This Thanksgiving Day, as we share food and fellowship with those we love, may we 
remember to pause and say “thank you” to God for life in all its abundance.  Thanks be 
to God!  Amen. 
 


