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15 That's why, when I heard of the solid trust you have in the Master Jesus and 

your outpouring of love to all the Christians, 16 I couldn't stop thanking God for you--

every time I prayed, I'd think of you and give thanks. 17 But I do more than thank. I ask--

ask the God of our Master, Jesus Christ, the God of glory--to make you intelligent and 

discerning in knowing [Christ] personally, 18 your eyes focused and clear, so that you can 

see exactly what it is [Christ] is calling you to do, grasp the immensity of this glorious 

way of life [for those who pursue this union with the Womb of Creation], 19 oh, the utter 

extravagance of holy work in [those] who trust [God] — endless energy, boundless 

strength! 
20 All this energy issues from Christ: God raised him from death and set him on a 

throne in deep heaven, 21 in charge of running the universe, everything from galaxies to 

governments, no name and no power exempt from his rule. And not just for the time 

being, but forever. 22 Christ is in charge of it all, has the final word on everything. At the 

center of all this, Christ rules the church. 23 The church, you see, is not peripheral to the 

world; the world is peripheral to the church. The church is Christ's body, in which he 

speaks and acts, by which he fills everything with his presence. 

1   

It takes practice to grasp immensity. “The immensity of this glorious way of life for those 

who pursue union with God,” as St. Paul writes in this translation. “Immeasurable,” in other 

translations.  

In a workshop you tend to collect measuring tools. This 6-inch rule is probably the 

handiest. Then there’s an old-fashioned folding wooden rule. The ubiquitous tape measure, in 

many dimensions. A whole mess of straight edges. For foundations or landscaping projects, this 

120-foot tape.  

But collect measuring sticks as I may, nothing can measure the “immensity of [the] 

glorious way of life [for those who pursue a union with the Womb of Creation], oh, the utter 

extravagance of holy work in [those] who trust [God] — endless energy, boundless strength!” 

That takes a different kind of instrument. Especially when times are hard. Which they are, for 

some of us and for many who are dear to us.  

What keeps us going on the quest for that glory, for the sweet union with God that reveals 

the meaning and wonder of living? Lines come to mind from a splendid novel, T.H. White’s The 

Once and Future King:  

“The best thing for being sad is to learn something. That is the only thing that 

never fails. You may grow old and trembling in your anatomies, you may lie awake at 

night listening to the disorder of your veins, you may miss your only love, you may see 

the world about you devastated by evil lunatics, or know your honour trampled in the 
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sewers of baser minds. There is only one thing for it then — to learn. Learn why the 

world wags and what wags it. That is the only thing which the mind can never exhaust, 

never alienate, never be tortured by, never fear or distrust, and never dream of 

regretting.”1 

True that, as they say. Yet I’ve come to believe more strongly in a slight variation. The 

best thing for being sad — the best thing for transforming any circumstance — is to find a way 

to give thanks. Even in grief; even in pain; even in the humdrum times: some kind of 

thanksgiving, however slender, begins your turn back to the light.  

One of the UCC’s StillSpeaking Devotionals gave a thoughtful take on this question the 

other day.  

It's one thing to be celebrate Thanksgiving when our home is warm and 

comfortable, our table is laden, everyone is enjoying more or less decent health, and your 

leaders aren't threatening nuclear war. 

It is something else again — as will be true this year for folks in Puerto Rico, 

Houston, Florida and Sonoma County — when home has vanished, the table is meager, 

and people are sick and tired. 

Who gives thanks to God when life is tough, when things aren't great, when 

instead of a lot what you have is a little? 

For a scripture passage, the author had chosen two verses from the end of one of the minor 

prophets, Habakkuk:  

"Though the fig tree does not blossom, and no fruit is on the vines; though the 

produce of the olive fails and the fields yield no food; though the flock is cut off from the 

fold and there is no herd in the stalls, yet I will rejoice in the Lord." - Habakkuk 3: 17 - 

18 

 

At least sometimes, faith in God is an act of protest. At least some days, giving 

thanks and rejoicing in God are an assertion of faith against the evidence.2 

2    

There was an incident just before Thanksgiving, a few years ago. Several of us were 

waiting in line at a dry-cleaner’s. The person at the counter was upset with the quality of the 

work. “You call that light starch?” she complained. The young employee tried to reason with her. 

“I’m sorry that we didn’t satisfy you,” she said. “Starch is very subjective: some people say 

heavy starch is too little; some say that light starch is too much.” At that point the conversation 

was interrupted, as the customer’s cell phone rang. “Hello? Yes, we’re having dinner next 

Thursday. No, I told you we’re not calling it that. It’s not Thanksgiving. It’s Harvest Day. 

Harvest Day, okay?” 

Who knows why that person needed to take the thanks out of Thanksgiving? Maybe it 

was the memory of our ancestors’ genocidal treatment of Native Americans in this new world. 

                                                 
1 T.H. White, The Once and Future King, Book 1, Chapter 21.  
2 Tony Robinson, “Hallelujah Anyhow,” StillSpeaking Daily Devotional (http://www.ucc.org/daily_devotional), 20 

Nov 2017.  
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Okay, probably not. Maybe it was a protest against the rampant commercialization of our 

holidays. If anything is a threat to the celebration of God’s abundance it’s relentless shopping, 

since each act of purchasing moves us away from the awareness that God has provided all we 

need and that our central task is to rejoice and distribute God’s abundance.  

The customer in the dry-cleaner’s didn’t say why she wanted to replace “Thanksgiving” 

with “Harvest Day”. Maybe she had been hurt enough that even the word “thanks” was too much 

to bear. Maybe she found that the dissonance between joyful bounty at the table, and anxious 

deprivation for so many neighbors, was just too much to take.  

So she was determined to put the kibosh on Thanksgiving. Too aspirational, perhaps. 

Stick with “Harvest”: it’s more descriptive.  

Whatever the motivation, she couldn’t have turned further away from the spirit of God.  

Just compare St. Paul’s passionate words from the letter to the Ephesians: “oh, the utter 

extravagance of Jesus’ work in us who trust Him--endless energy, boundless strength!” 

3   

Look for major themes in the Bible: I haven’t found any yet that tops “thanksgiving.” Just 

for curiosity, searching for all the words like gratitude, grateful, thanks, thankfulness, praise, and 

praising — I found 672 occurrences. We find God most consistently in choosing to be thankful. 

Not in replacing thanksgiving with something else.  

Jesus knew that God’s spirit was alive in each one of us. He also knew that often we have 

a choice: find a way to be thankful for something — or allow what is difficult to build up, like a 

hardening of spiritual arteries. Many of God’s sons and daughters walk through the week looking 

as though we are quite well, when our hearts have ceased to receive God’s joy and share it.  

This, by the way, is at the core of my own reason for giving to the church. Every time I 

do it’s a way of expressing thanks to God. When I don’t practice thanks-giving, those spiritual 

muscles get tired and slack. When I do, I feel God’s pleasure.  

A story blew by about this very theme:  

Once there was a Marrano — that’s the term for Jews who were forced to hide their faith, 

during a bleak time when anti-Semitism was strong. He left Portugal and came to Israel. He and 

his wife settled in the holy city of Safed, where they both joyously embraced the faith of their 

ancestors.  

One Sabbath the Marrano went to the synagogue and heard the rabbi deliver a sermon 

about the special Sabbath loaves the priests used to prepare in the Temple when it still stood in 

Jerusalem. 

“But because of our sins,” concluded the rabbi, “we have stopped bringing God these 

special loaves as we did in times past.” 

When the service was over, the Marrano hurried home and said to his wife, “Dear wife, 

please make two Sabbath loaves that I can bring as an offering to God. Be sure to use only the 

finest flour, and make sure your hands are pure when you knead the dough.” 

And his wife did as he asked. 
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That Friday afternoon, he brought the two loaves to the synagogue and set them down 

before the Holy Ark.  

“Almighty God!” he cried. “Please accept our offerings, for we offer them with all our 

heart. My wife and I hope that You find these loaves tasty and that the sweet smell pleases You. 

We pray that You will not be disappointed in us.” 

As soon as the Marrano had left the synagogue, the sexton (shammash) came in to 

prepare the room for the evening prayers. He found the loaves in front of the ark. 

“Praise be to God who has provided for all our needs!” cried the sexton. “Some generous 

soul has put these loaves here so that I and my family can celebrate the Sabbath in joy and 

gladness.” And he ran home to give the loaves to his wife. 

At sundown the Marrano hurried back to the synagogue and discovered that the loaves 

were gone. How great was his joy to discover that God had accepted his offering! 

And so it went each week: The Marrano and his wife would offer the loaves; the sexton 

and his family would consume them. Both rejoiced in their good fortune. 

One Friday the rabbi came to the synagogue early to prepare his sermon for the next day. 

While he was concealed behind the lectern, the Marrano came in and laid his two loaves before 

the ark. As always, he pleaded with God to accept his offering, and then he turned to go, his 

heart and step lifted by joy. 

But before he reached the door, the rabbi stepped out from behind the lectern and called 

to him, “you fool! Do you really think that God needs your bread? Do you really think that God 

has a body and an appetite? It is a great sin to think so! It must be the sexton who has been eating 

your loaves!” 

He called in the sexton and questioned him. 

“Yes, rabbi, it was I who took the loaves,” admitted the sexton. “All this time I thought 

that some kind soul had taken pity on me and my family and left the loaves there for us.” 

“You see!” cried the rabbi to the Marrano, who stood there shamefaced. “It is just as I 

said. Imagine thinking that god was eating your loaves!” 

The man now burst into tears. “Oh, rabbi, what a sinner I have been! When I heard you 

talk about the special Temple loaves in your sermon, I misunderstood your words and so 

committed a terrible transgression. Will God ever forgive me?” And he began to cry again. 

At that moment, a messenger arrived from a great Rabbi, a teacher whose great wisdom 

and holiness inspired awe in all the people.  

“My master says that you are to go home and set your house in order,” declared the 

messenger to the rabbi, “for tomorrow you will die. It is the will of heaven.” 

Upset by these grave words, the rabbi hurried to the great one and asked him to explain 

his message. 

“Not since the Holy Temple was destroyed has God derived such pleasure as from the 

two loaves offered by this Marrano and his wife,” said the holy teacher. “Each Sabbath the Holy 

One looks forward to the words of thanksgiving and praise that this grateful Jew pours forth from 

the depths of his heart. But in shaming this pious man, you have robbed God of one of His 
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supreme pleasures. And because of this, you have been sentenced to death. It is useless to pray 

for forgiveness, for your fate has been sealed.” 

So the rabbi went home and made out his will. And the next day at the conclusion of the 

Sabbath, the words came true, and he died.3 

4   

How could someone take the thanks out of Thanksgiving?  

How could the rabbi not see that the man and his wife were possessed of a vibrant and 

living faith, and that the wonder of God’s grace led the bread giver to the bread receiver?  

Well, you know how easy that is to do. I’ll take a guess that at least 80% of you are 

acquainted with the stress of normal life. If you are 100% stress-free, just ask the person sitting 

next to you what it’s like. Never mind the times when deeper pain and trouble hit. It gets hard in 

this life, to remember the extraordinary world of goodness and grace that we know from God.  

But our faith story does not end with the message that our days are up and there’s nothing 

to be done but wait for the end. No, no, no! Our God is a God of second chances. And oh, the 

utter extravagance of God’s work in us who trust the Lord—endless energy, boundless strength! 

So much so that last Thursday was but a modest reminder of the bounty that is our 

experience of God. God is not some remote arbitrary judge, nor some overwhelming cosmic 

emperor. God is better hinted at with a bountiful table: an extravagance of hospitality! 

5   

You see, thanksgiving is far from over. There might be a chance at dinner today, or lunch 

tomorrow, to remember and give thanks. Say it aloud if you like, say it in your heart if you 

prefer. Along the way if you can turn to someone you don’t know very well and give thanks for 

him or her, so much the better.  

We’ll never manage to measure “the immensity of this glorious way of life [for those 

who pursue a union with the Womb of Creation]” — after all, it’s immeasurable. Just give 

thanks. And lo, as you do, the realm of Christ is revealed in you! 

Just give thanks: and your mind’s capacity for extravagance grows! 

Just give thanks: and the energy you had lost track of returns to you! 

Just give thanks: and the boundless strength of the Holy One draws you into the 

shimmering, laughing, singing, healing web of all creation!  

Just give thanks, and discover once again the realm of Christ, the center and source of all 

good things! 

                                                 
3 Ellen Frankel, The Classic Tales: 4,000 Years of Jewish Lore (Jason Aronson, Inc., 1993), 347-9.  


