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Thanksgiving 2013 

Today we gather to celebrate a national holiday- Thanksgiving, a moment of corporate, 

communal gratitude in the lives of the first English, albeit extreme Calvinist Puritan, 

colonists in North America.  Despite all the political, ethnic and moral ambiguities that 

there certainly were with those early European acts of exploration and colonization on 

this continent, and despite our reluctance to identify too closely with that first Puritan 

Thanksgiving, we are doing today, at some basic, fundamental level, exactly what they 

did- we are coming together before the Creator and Giver-of-life, with a sense of 

gratitude for all the good things that we have received in life and we are saying “thank 

you”.   

And what we are doing in articulating our gratitude to God is both significant and truly 

amazing.  Significant, because as Meister Eckhart, that great medieval German 

theologian and mystic, once said, “If the only prayer you said in your whole life was 

“thank you”, that would be sufficient.”  Amazing, because  in saying “thank you” we are 

speaking for and behalf of the entire universe. Let me begin with this last point and work 

backwards. 

To really get a sense of the importance and value of what we are doing when we come 

before God with gratitude and offering thanks, we need to expand the picture a great 

deal, far beyond that of the first Colonial Thanksgiving meal; we need to see  ourselves 

within a much bigger, broader setting.  Just for a moment try to imagine, the cosmos, 

the universe, 15 billion years ago when it was no more than an almost uniform 

expanding ball of energy.  And then in the course of its long evolutionary history, the 
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universe becomes structured and diversified.  The first generation of stars and galaxies 

are condensed through the effects of gravity.  Within the interior nuclear furnaces of 

those first generation stars, many new chemical elements are being formed which 

supplement the hydrogen and helium that made up the primordial mater of the universe 

after the first three minutes of its bewilderingly rapid transformations of energy.  These 

chemical raw materials are scattered abroad and augmented in such a way that 

eventually a second generation of stars and planets come into being, and eventually a 

chemical context is formed within which carbon-based life can develop here on earth 

and maybe elsewhere as well.   

For the first 11 billion years, the universe, though, is lifeless, but, nonetheless, pregnant, 

so to speak, with the possibility of life from the very beginning.  Only because the 

balance between the fundamental forces of gravity and electromagnetism is what it is 

and no different, have stars been able to burn for billions of years that are necessary if 

they are to be able to fuel the development of life on one of the planets.  Only because 

the laws of nuclear physics are what they are and no different, has the range of 

chemical elements necessary for carbon-based life been produced by the stars.  It is, 

remember, from the dead ashes of stars that you and I and all living creatures here on 

earth are made. 

This star dust has just the right chemical components that will allow life as we know it to 

develop through the long, long years of biological evolution on this planet and lead to 

the emergence of what is the most astonishing development that we know about in all 

those 15 billion years of cosmic history- you and me- self-conscious beings, in which the 
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universe has, in a very real and concrete, sense, become aware of itself.   Just think of 

that- you and I are the most amazing, the most incredible “thing” that has come into 

being throughout the entire history of the universe- because we are aware of who and 

what we are- we are “self-conscious”.  As Pascal said,  the stars are huge, phenomenal 

things in the universe, and they dwarf us in comparison; the real difference, though, is 

that stars cannot think about us, but we can think about the stars.  If the universe truly 

becomes aware of itself through us, it is also true that the universe stands before its 

Transcendent Origin, before what we call God, and also through us, says “thank you”.   

Our great dignity as self-conscious beings is that we can have a sense of gratitude 

inside ourselves and we can utter thanksgiving on behalf of the entire cosmos.  One of 

the most deeply moving moments for me in the celebration of the Byzantine Divine 

Liturgy is when I lift the gifts of bread and wine and offer them to the Transcendent One 

with the words, “Your own of Your own, we offer unto You, on behalf of all and for all.”  

In a real sense that is exactly what we human beings do, every time and in whatever 

way we can, when we say “thank you” to God for life, for being,  and for whatever 

blessings, gifts, we have received.  We are voicing for the entire cosmos- animals, 

plants, the earth, the stars, everything- gratitude for being.  For those of us who are 

believers in God, believers in the Transcendent origin of the universe, to be capable of 

uttering thanksgiving on behalf of all and for all is our great dignity and our great gift as 

the self-conscious product and expression of the universe becoming aware of itself. 

And yet this dignity and this gift is also a task, a work.  For whatever reason, we often 

forget who and what we are. We often fail to find gratitude inside ourselves and to 
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express it outwardly. That’s why the cultivation and practice of gratitude and 

thanksgiving is a task, a work, on our part.  And the key to this cultivation of gratitude 

and thanksgiving is, I believe, through first of all accepting and taking seriously a very 

simple and basic truth which is: It is not how much I have that brings happiness; it is 

how much I appreciate what I have that brings happiness.  Put slightly differently, it is 

not the amount of stuff that I have that counts; it is the amount of appreciation for what I 

have that matters.  “Appreciation”, at its heart, means “gratefully holding”, rather than 

simply “having without gratitude”.  In other words, gratitude, appreciation may be the 

greatest secret to happiness there is.   

All human beings certainly require a minimum of stuff in order to live and to live well- a 

minimum of food, clothing, shelter, relationships, medical care, and that tells us a great 

deal about our responsibility both as individuals and as communities, ecclesial and civil, 

to ensure that all people have this minimum so that all of us have the basic resources 

from which to cultivate a sense of appreciation and gratitude in our lives.  When you 

don’t have enough food in your belly or you  are suffering debilitating pain in your body 

or mind, it is very hard indeed to cultivate a sense of gratitude.  Conversely, there is 

also a real, but often hidden, danger to wealth, having more stuff- the more we have, 

the more we can take for granted, and the less sense of appreciation we then often 

have in our lives.  If we habitually take more and more for granted, our ingratitude will 

eventually lead to great unhappiness.   

Practicing, cultivating a sense of gratitude in our hearts and articulating that gratitude in 

the form of thanksgiving is something that all human beings can do and are, I believe, 
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called to do.  This, it seems to me, is not only is an important spiritual act of defiance 

against the consumerism that keeps on telling us that in order to be happy what we 

need is more and more and more.  Cultivating, practicing gratitude is also, in a sense, a 

way in which the universe itself comes to awareness, wakes up, to the presents, to the 

gifts of God.  In other words, gratitude is the spiritual practice that both raises its fist in 

the face of the insanity of the consumerism which, apart from everything else, is in the 

process of destroying this earth, but the raised fist is also a raised open hand reaching 

up towards God in thanksgiving for all that we do have.  And maybe at the end of the 

day, only a spirituality of thanksgiving will be able to restore in us genuine sense 

happiness and will be able to save this planet for future generations. 

I’ll stop here and now give you a chance to utter your own thanksgiving for blessings 

that you have received before we go to the Holy Table to offer the Great Thanksgiving. 
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