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 Mrs. Bennington was a proper lady, always put together well, in the town where I grew up and 
we shared a birthday. When I asked her how old she was, she did not respond the way one person 
here did, saying she was thirty-eight, until a wise student pointed out that she had been thirty-eight the 
year before. Mrs. Bennington answered my question by saying: “I’m as old as my tongue and a little 
bit older than my teeth.” So, I never knew how old Mrs. Bennington was, except that she was older 
than I was and seemed older than my parents as well. She probably was thirty-eight!  
 Every year on our birthday, Mrs. Bennington sent me a present, usually a really good one too. 
Somehow, she knew what little boys liked. I loved that my brothers and sister did not have a friend 
like Mrs. Bennington, so they didn’t get extra presents the way I did. But one year, much as my parents 
tried valiantly to bring me up properly, I failed to send Mrs. Bennington a thank-you letter. So, Mrs. 
Bennington wrote to me and she explained that she loved giving gifts, but if I was not going to take 
the time to say thank you, she might not love giving those gifts anymore. Mrs. Bennington taught me 
an important lesson about being thankful. 
 Today, Paul writes to the Thessalonians, “Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in 
all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.” Give thanks. These days that 
might be easier said than done.  
 This last week I read an article written by Martin Copenhaver about how we learn to give 
thanks. I’ve never met Marty, but I followed him as student minister in a church and they adored 
him—so I feel as if I know him. Copenhaver suggests that no one is born thankful. “Thankfulness 
doesn’t come naturally to us, and sometimes it doesn’t come at all. Rather, thankfulness is a quality 
that must be fostered and nurtured…  

“We are enjoined in a variety of ways to count our blessings. Survey all that you have. Take 
stock of all you’ve been given. There is value in that, to be sure, but such an exercise does not in itself 
prompt thankfulness, because thankfulness has no direct correlation to abundance. If there were such 
a correlation, if we were given some abundance, we would be somewhat thankful, and if we were given 
more abundance, we would be more thankful. But it doesn’t work that way, does it? 

“…We live in a time of extraordinary abundance, but that hasn’t led us to greater thankfulness. 
In fact, another defining characteristic of our age is that we live with an extraordinary sense of 
entitlement. We have much, and for the most part we have concluded that we deserve all that we have 
and probably more. 

“[Copenhaver] once heard of a man who consistently boasted that he was a self-made man 
until an exasperated friend finally declared, “Well, sir, that relieves the Lord of a terrific 
responsibility.” 

“Such an attitude also deprives the Lord of thanks. True thanksgiving begins with humility, 
the humility to recognize that we did not create ourselves, that everything we are and everything we 
have is a gift….”1  

When Paul tells us to rejoice always, prayer without ceasing and give thanks in all 
circumstances, Copenhaver suggests that he “gives us the beginning of a response to our original 
question: How is thankfulness engendered? By ‘giving thanks in all circumstances,’ by continually 
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offering thanks.”2 Giving thanks isn’t necessarily easy, but do it anyway. Giving thanks is the way we 
become a thankful people. 

Advent is a season when we are called to cultivate our thankfulness. We are thankful most of 
all in this season for the birth of Jesus, for his life and example and ministry and for all the ways Jesus 
continues to be found among us today, if we pay attention. Even in times like ours, when so much is 
not right, we have reason to give thanks. Some of you will know the litany: If I say: “God is good.” 
You respond: “All the time!” And then I say: “All the time,” and you say: “God is good!” That is the 
foundation for our thankfulness and Advent is a time when we remember that reality, even in the face 
of all that is not right in the world. God is good all the time. All the time, God is good! Give thanks 
in all circumstances. 

However, for some people right now, the idea of giving thanks seems somewhat preposterous. 
The country is more divided than any of us can remember. Hardworking people are out of work and 
wondering how they will cope. Medical people are exhausted. We can’t meet together in church, and 
we might not even be able to celebrate Christmas with our families as we have done in the past because 
of the continually rising cases of COVID-19 right here in our own neighborhoods. Even those of us 
who thought we were being very careful, and stayed mostly at home and always wore a mask, have 
discovered that we are not immune to this virus. What is there to be thankful for in a time like ours? 
The answer is God. God who is good all the time. All the time, God is good. This is the season to pay 
attention to God’s activity in the world. Yes, these are difficult days right now and there will be difficult 
days ahead of us, but God is already at work in our midst and God is faithful. 

When we give thanks all the time, we can become a thankful people. Copenhaver tells the 
story of John Kralik who wrote a book called 365 Thank Yous about his writing a thank you note every 
day for an entire year. “He didn’t resolve to write all of those thank-you notes at a time when he was 
feeling particularly grateful. In fact, it was at a particularly low time in his life. His small law firm was 
losing money and losing its lease. He was going through a difficult divorce. He lived in a small, stuffy 
apartment where he often slept on the floor under an ancient air conditioner. He was middle-aged, 
overweight, and at the end of his rope. 

“Then, one day, he got lost on a mountain hike and didn’t know how to get home. By the time 
he found his way down the mountain he had a plan. He would write a thank-you note each day for a 
year. He writes, ‘My only problem: Did I have anything to be grateful for? The way my life was going, 
I hardly thought so.’ 

“But he got started, by writing notes to the people close to him, his family and friends. Then 
it got harder. ‘One day,’ he writes, ‘I just couldn’t think of anybody to thank.’ He stopped at his regular 
Starbucks, where the barista greeted him by name—'John, your usual venti?’—and with a big smile. 
Kralik reflected, ‘I thought, this is really kind of a great gift in this day and age of impersonal 
relationships, that someone had cared enough to learn my name and what I drank in the morning.’ So 
he wrote the barista a thank-you note. And so it went through the year. Each day a thank-you note, 
each day a day of thanksgiving. 

“Kralik says the experience of expressing thanks day in and day out changed the way he 
approached life. It even got him to church: 

“I had considered myself something of an atheist for years, but I started going to this church [near the end of 
that year]. The music was plentiful, delivered with . . . genuine enthusiasm. The dominant message was that grace was 
still available. To everyone. Even to me. I can deal with that, I thought. Through the process of writing thank-you notes, 
I had developed a notion of being blessed with grace. 

 
2 Ibid. 



 3 

“There is something about offering thanks that makes us whole. There is something about 
offering thanks that can make us feel, with Kralik, that we are ‘blessed with grace.’”3 

Many years ago, Henri Nouwen published a journal from his experiences in Peru and Bolivia. 
He called it Gracias! and explained in his conclusion that the title “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!” 

“...And slowly I learned.  I learned what I must have 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.”4 

Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of 
God in Christ Jesus for you.  
 
 
Let us pray: Gracious God, before we ever learned to say thank you, you were already giving. For all 
your gifts, including the gift of your very own life for us, we give you thanks. Mark us with gratitude, 
every day of our lives, even when times are difficult that we might discover that we are blessed with 
grace. In the name of Jesus we pray. Amen.  
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