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Thanksgiving anthems do have a way of reminding me of Thanksgivings of the past.  And if I tell the truth, my family Thanksgivings were not always, shall we say, Hallmark moments.  When Rita and I were young we had an Aunt who insisted on having a very special center piece on the serving table.  With an apple in its mouth, at our Aunt Celeste’s house, we said our Thanksgiving blessing facing the head of a roasted pig.  And, then there was last thanksgiving, when my need to have the perfect candied sweet potatoes (which by the way will be served at lunch) caused me to plug up our garbage disposal, flood the kitchen, and call a plumber on Thanksgiving Day;  all within hours of serving 35 people for dinner.  But then there was the Thanksgiving weekend 22 years ago when I said “I do” to the man of my dreams, who still makes each day one of thanksgiving.  Yes, some memories of Thanksgiving are truly wonderful and, even when others are not, I find myself focused on those things for which I am thankful.  
We who gather in this place this morning are among those who have much for which to give thanks.  We are grateful for new sisters who have come to be among us. We appreciate the ability to wake up and move into a new day, appreciate food and shelter, breath and being, and we are thankful for the knowledge we are loved by God.  We are grateful for many things.  But in our Hebrew text this morning we encounter Joseph at a point in his life when he is not thankful, at least not at first.

We encounter Joseph as his brothers strip him, throw him into a waterless pit, and then sit down to eat their evening meal, doubtless with Joseph’s cries ringing in their ears.  Joseph, from the bottom of that pit, is anything but thankful.

And, if you know Joseph’s entire story, you know it grows worse before it gets better.  His brothers sell him into slavery, then Joseph is falsely accused of rape, then thrown into prison, then forgotten and left behind by someone whom he helped gain freedom and finally he is freed only as God gives him the ability to interpret dreams.  We do not hear Joseph’s voice giving thanks in this story, at least not at first.
And the same is true for the Apostle Paul as we greet him in the Christian text.  The one who writes in Paul’s hand
 is engaged in a conversation with Timothy, a protégé, a young leader, an emerging spokesperson for the faith in Ephesus.  The writer rehearses for Timothy the resume of the Apostle Paul.  Paul, it seems, began as a blasphemer of Jesus; a persecutor of the church; as one bent on injuring the faith and the faithful who followed Christ.  
In fact, the very first time Paul’s name is mentioned in the Bible, in the 9th chapter of Acts, he is standing witness to the stoning of the church’s first martyr, Stephen.
  Paul, who then is called Saul, has spent his days wreaking havoc in a purposeful way in the church.  He had determined, in his own heart, that this other way of being in relationship with God must not survive, must not thrive, must not even be.  Paul, it is clear was not thankful for the movement Jesus inaugurated.  He was not thankful and he made it known.

Oh, but in these two Biblical stories, I find it fascinating that we meet the same curious detail, in both the lives of Joseph and Paul, it is important to note, it is not decisive whether one is thankful for something in the beginning, but whether one is thankful at the end.
If you know Joseph’s story, you know that he is not thankful his brothers hated him enough to drop him into a pit and deliver him into slavery, but he is thankful that he held a belief in God that enabled him to go on.  He is not thankful that he was made a servant in the Vizier’s household, but he is thankful that he lived and worked near enough to the seat of influence that his intellect and wisdom could be noticed.  Even though Joseph was not thankful that a famine devastated the land of his birth and the land where he lived, he is thankful that the famine provided a way for God to bring his brothers into his presence and under his power.  

Joseph was not thankful for many things, but in the end he was thankful that all things positioned him to save his brothers’ lives; to say to them, I am Joseph, the one you sold into slavery; come near to me, for even though you meant it for evil, God has positioned and prepared me for this moment, a moment when I am able to sustain you, to serve, you, to save you; a moment when all the bad that has happened to me has been used by God for good.  Joseph was not thankful at first but now at the end, his heart overflows with thanksgiving.
Paul, likewise was not thankful for the faith that was made known through Jesus, he was not thankful that there were those testifying to the power of the cross.  He was not thankful for the miracles about which he had heard or the hope he saw in the faces of those who now believed.  He was not thankful at all.  But then one day, on a road to Damascus, out of a sky to which he had not given a second thought; something knocked Paul from him steed and spoke to him with a voice of inquiry.  Eugene Peterson’s translation of the Bible, The Message, puts it this way, "Saul, Saul, why are you out to get me?"
  
Paul, who was not thankful before that moment, now in the letter to Timothy says, I may not have been thankful at first, but I am thankful now.  I am thankful that God has looked beyond my faults, my hateful and hard hearted ways.  I am thankful that God has looked beyond my habit of speaking evil, slanderous, things against God’s name, for that is what blaspheming in this context means.  I am thankful that the grace of our Lord’s abundant faith and love was applied even to me.  I am thankful that God’s mercy is real, and Christ’s forgiveness is true.  And I am thankful, most of all that Jesus, the Christ, came into the world to save sinners, of which I am the greatest.

And remember, my brothers and sisters, the word Paul is using for sin is ἁμαρτάνω hamartanō (hä-mär-tä'-nō), which always means to miss the mark.  I am thankful that Paul says when I missed the mark, grace and mercy found me and brought me back the center of the heart of God!
Paul is thankful for a God, who sent the son to be the one to reconcile us back into the heart of God.  J2A students, reconciled was your big word last month.  Paul learned what you already know; we serve a God of reconciliation who seeks to restore us to the fullness of a relationship with a God of love.
Beloved of God, in and throughout our lives, things happen, things for which we are not thankful, at least not at first.  I was not thankful when my beloved lost his job and was without work for many months.  I/we were not thankful at all, but now as we look back on all God has done, Andre and I are truly thankful that God has brought him out of a position for which there was not a fit and provided him with a position where though there will be challenge there is also an opportunity fitted with purpose and service, fitted for him!
There is one among us who said to me last week, she was not thankful at all for an illness that affected her life, but she is deeply thankful for the way her life has been reordered because of her illness, reordered to appreciate those things that are lasting and worthy of thanks.   

The Council is not thankful that we have not yet made our 2010 budget goal, but we are thankful that we are part of a congregation with whom we can be honest and share the depth of our prayers and hopes, and trust that all will be well.  

We, as a nation, are not thankful for war; but we are thankful for the stories of bravery and valor that surround those who choose to serve in the cause of freedom.  We are not thankful for the status of our economy, but we are thankful for the lessons that are being taught as we tighten our belts; lessons that give us a greater understanding of what is truly important; things that cannot be purchased – health and family, a sound mind and an ability to come into a place where you are received and loved just because you are filled with life and breath.
We are not thankful for failures, but we are thankful for the lessons we learn from them.  We are not thankful for broken hearts, but we are grateful for the strength we discover deep down inside; strength to preserver and to go on, even in joy.  We are not thankful when we sin, but we are ever and always thankful for the grace and mercy of God that is greater than all of our sin and every ready to be applied to our lives.
In the midst of out Thanksgiving celebrations, I would ask us to look back over the year that is nearing its end.  For some of us it has been rockier than we would have hoped, for some of us it is a year we long to be over; but I would suggest that in each instance of difficulty, in each instance of challenge, in each instance when tears spilled from our eyes in secret or in the open, God was working something out, God was doing something more in our very being.  
And do not mistake me here, I am not saying that God caused the difficulties or challenges, anymore than God caused Joseph’s brothers to place him in that pit, or Paul to pursue those who placed themselves in the presence of Jesus; what I am saying is that God can and will use even those things that are not good, that are not easy, to move us and position us, just as he did Joseph and Paul, move us and position us to be in the right place at the right moment so that we might see the power of God to use all things.
As we approach Thanksgiving, as we gather on this fourth Sunday, the Sunday I promised I would remind us as a church we are headed toward a new season in our life together, a new Pentecost for this church; on this Sunday I would ask you to have the faith of Joseph, and the perspective of Paul; I would ask you to hold up those things that are not good right now and ask God to show you what God is up to, what God is doing and how you and I might hold out so that though not at first, in the end we can give thanks for all things.
And beloved, I would never ask you to say what is not in your heart.  If you are not yet able to say God I believe you for all things, I trust you in all things, I will say it for you, Lord there are those in this place who have had days and weeks, years and seasons for which the reasons to give thanks are few.  And they are wondering God, what is it you are up to?  Because you tell us to bear one another’s burdens I will pray for those who cannot see past the problems face; I will pray that the same grace and mercy you extended to Paul, will be extended to this beloved son or daughter and that you will speak into their lives, showing them how those things lead, like Joseph’s life, like Paul’s life, to a season beyond our imagination, to a season of thanks.  
Oh Holy One, immortal, invisible, God only wise, in light inaccessible hid from our eyes, most blessed, most glorious , the Ancient of Days, almighty victorious, thy great name we praise.   Yes, we praise and we ask you to help us; to help us be thankful, even if it is not at the first.
Amen.
�The reader will note in at least a couple of places in this sermon I indicate, subtly, that Paul may not be the author of the letters to Timothy.  For the last 150 years, scholars have believed that the group of letters called the Pastoral Epistles (I and II Timothy and Titus) were not written by Paul.  It is believed they were written pseudonymously (i.e., in Paul’s name but not by his hand.  Likely written by those who were followers or students of Paul’s teaching about Christ).  Much debate has raged about the accuracy of this theory and the true writer of the Pastoral Epistles.  Though we may never know who actually wrote them, we do find them in our canon and thus, are called to examine them and hear what God would have us hear.  For more information please see the New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary:  Volume XI (2000).  Abingdon Press, Nashville, TN, pp. 775-787.





� See Acts 7:58 - 8:3 and chapter 9.





� The Message: The Bible in Contemporary Language was created by � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eugene_H._Peterson" \o "Eugene H. Peterson" �Eugene H. Peterson� and published in segments from 1993 to 2002. It is a paraphrase of the original languages of the � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bible" \o "Bible" �Bible�.
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