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Reading

Our reading this morning is from Forrest Church,

Minister of Public Theology of All Souls Unitarian Church 

In New York City.

These words, which are printed for us in the insert,

Come from his most recent book “Love and Death:

My Journey Through the Valley of the Shadow.”

Please join me in reading responsively:

Minister: On this day of days,

   We have more for which to be grateful than we will ever know:

 
    More cause to bless and cherish

    And bend our knee in wonder,

    More call to lift out hearts on wings of praise.

    So let us set aside our shopping list of grievances,

    Resist the nattering of egos,

    And crack our parched lives open like a seed.

     Let us pray:

People:    Let us want what we have – 

Minister: Praying for health, if we are blessed with health,


     For friendship, if we are blessed with friends,


     For work, if we are blessed with tasks that await our doing,


     And if our lives are dark, may we remember to want nothing more


     Than the loving affection of those whose hearts are broken by pain.

People:     Let us do what we can – 

Minister:  Not dream impossible dreams or climb every mountain,


     But dream one possible dream and climb one splendid mountain,


     That our life may be blessed with attainable meaning.

People:     Let us be who we are – 

Minister:  Embrace our God-given nature and talents.

                 Answer the call that is ours, not another’s,

                 Thereby enhancing our little world and the greater world we share.

All:           This is our Thanksgiving prayer,


     Call it thoughtful wishing.


     All we have to do is put our heart in it.


    And there’s one more bonus.


    Unlike wishful thinking, thoughtful wishes always come true.

“Want What You Have; Do What You Can; Be Who You Are: 
A Thanksgiving Sermon”

James Carroll,

That wonderful Boston Globe columnist and former Catholic priest,

Wrote this past Monday about November,

Saying ‘it is the time of lowering the storm windows

Against the weather, of gathering around the fire.

Next week, he said, families and friends will come home

For the holidays.  Homecoming.  Home cooking.

Home made.  Home.

These comforts, he said, especially this year, will

Not be taken for granted.”

And if we didn’t still have 15 minutes before the coffee would be ready
downstairs,

I’m thinking I could just end the sermon there,

His words saying everything we need to hear.

In four days we will gather around the table with our loved ones 

To break bread and to give thanks,

And though I often think Thanksgiving has more holiness in it than all 
the religious holidays combined,

I am aware of what it foreshadows,

How it is a preamble to the holidays and festivals and parties and Route 9 traffic

And extended family staring us down,
Waiting to see who will blink first.

As one of you said in a meeting this week,

Perhaps summing up the collective mood,

“I’m just not ready.”

So in the spirit of our not being ready,
In the spirit of meeting us where we are,

In the spirit of November, 
of our closing the storm windows and drawing inward 

and coming home,

in the spirit of trying not to take things for granted,

especially this year, 

when gratitude will be hard to come by for some,

I bring to us not so much a sermon

With its three supporting points, 

good, but not great jokes,

and a big finish,

And something more like a meditation,

With its invitation to lean into ourselves and quiet ourselves 
in the midst of our living,
We whose days are filled with too much ‘muchness,’

Or we whose days are filled with too much that means too little,

All of us seeking in this beautiful, but broken world

Ways to heal and ways to be healed.

Do I want what I have?

Do I do what I can?

Can I be who I am?

These are the questions that guide us in our meditation this morning,

Questions given us by Forrest Church, one of my mentors in ministry

And our guide across the threshold of Thanksgiving. 
Wanting what we have is our first step, our first prayer.
And before I lose you to Hallmark card imaginations

And dreams of gratitude lists brought to you by your local

Member of the clergy,

Let us acknowledge that wanting what you have are easy words,

Simple and self-satisfied words, 
If what you have is everything you have ever wanted.

What is much more interesting is what happens when we lose things,

And whether we are prepared to want what remains.

Last Sunday, by way of example, I mentioned briefly the name of a woman,
Wendy Boyle, who died in early November from pancreatic cancer.

I told us how she walked into my office more than a year ago and

Said to me very matter-of-factly that she was terminally ill

And that before she died she wanted to meet me and plan

Her memorial service, which we held here last Saturday afternoon.

In our hour together, in the silence and in the laughter,
I found it remarkable that she spoke not once with self-pity.

Instead, she spoke of the love she had for her husband and two sons,

And she spoke of her cherished cabin in Maine,

The one without central heat or regular hot water,

Which she described as her sanctuary and where she would spend

The next year, her last year.
To this day

I remember distinctly Wendy’s poise and calm as she spoke to me,

Indeed her joy and her gratitude for life, such as it was.

And while she was undoubtedly sad and fearful,

The prospect of death seemed to deepen Wendy’s appreciation for life;
She seemed even more determined to live her days with preciousness

And sacredness.

‘Want what you have’ seemed to be her daily mantra.

I share her story with us because I believe Wendy can be our teacher 

This season,

We are still writing our own stories,

Some of us having more than others,

Some of us wanting more than others.

Can we, this year, resist the call to buy, spend, covet,

And want what we have?

In this year of tanking markets and horror-show 401K statements,

Can we ask what we have, what remains, after the money is lost?

Can we give thanks for health, if we are blessed with health…
Can we give thanks for friendship, if we are blessed with friends…
Can we give thanks for family, if we are blessed with family…

Can we give thanks for work, if we are blessed with tasks that await our doing,

And if our lives are dark, can we remember to want nothing more

Than the love of those whose hearts are broken by our pain...

A moment to give our answers, in the silence…
Next prayer: Do what we can.

Earlier Wendy Carbone and Rita Ghilani sung for us Leonard’s Cohen’s anthem,

The song we heard last year before Thanksgiving and again this year

That says “ring the bells that still can ring,

Forget your perfect offering,

There is a crack in everything,

That is how the light gets in.”

It’s a hymn urging us toward acceptance and humility,
That sings of owning up to our limits and imperfections and vulnerability 

And bringing our full, flawed selves to our relationships and our work in the world.

Tears pour out of us when we hear this song, at least they do with me,
And is it any wonder?

As I hear these mantras – no perfect offerings, do what you can, 

Ring the bells that still can ring - I’m thinking of us, 
And all our stories that I feel blessed to know.  

I’m thinking of our congregation’s trips to New Orleans,

Where we’ve worked on one house, sometimes even only or two rooms

At a time, sometimes just trying to fix a hole in the roof.

Is it enough?  Is it ever enough?  Of course not.
But we do what we can, one sheet of drywall at a time,

And we don’t allow ourselves the luxury of getting discouraged;

We don’t allow ourselves the hubris that says if we can’t fix everything, 

its not worth helping with anything.

And I’m thinking also of what will happen here in our 

Church later this afternoon,

How beds will be rolled in and set up in classrooms
To make room for a mom and dad and their five children

Who lost their home in Natick,

Who as part of our participation in the Interfaith Hospitality Network
Will be sleeping here for the week while they look for more permanent

Housing.

Does our hosting them even make a dent in problem of homelessness?

Does it help at all with the root causes of how it is that a family ends up having

To live in different churches from week to week?

Of course not. 

But we do what we can.  
Our less than perfect offering means, among other things,

that tonight and for the rest of this week

this family won’t worry about where they will sleep;

it means that on Thursday they won’t want have to share 

a Thanksgiving meal alone.

Are you doing what you can, not more, but not less either?

Are you dreaming not impossible dreams, trying not to climb

Impossible mountains,

But nurturing one dream, climbing one mountain,

Trying to bless your life or someone else’s life with even just one

Positive difference?

A moment now, in the silence, to consider your answer…

And finally the third prayer: Be who you are.

And before I lose you to suspicions that this sounds like
Something you’ve read on the fourth shelf of a Barnes and Noble

Self-Help isle, 

Let us remember how real this is.
Let us remember than not 20 minutes ago we blessed and dedicated

A baby girl for whom we might wish only thing:
That she will grow up embracing her own unique nature and her own

Unique vocation and her own unique voice
And not spend herself envying the skills, gifts, looks, or talents in others.
Don’t we wish this for ourselves, too?

I know I do.

Last Sunday, in this pulpit, our guest from the Unitarian Universalist Urban

Ministry began her wonderful sermon by singing beautifully and in 

Acapello her opening lines.

I was unable to pay attention during the whole first five minutes

Because I was so caught up with envying her voice,

Wishing I had the skill and the guts to sing to us like that.
I had to tell myself, still days before I had found the exact words:
‘be who you are; want what you have; do what you can.  

Its sounds so simple.  It sounds even cliché. 

But then why is it so hard?

Because we are wonderful self-critics. 

Because we believe we have to earn our love.

Because up until this fall we have lived in a culture

That has told us that wanting and having is more

Important that sacrifice and saving.  

Because we live in a world with overwhelming problems,

And because it’s easy to feel powerless and unimportant in that world.  

Perhaps this is why Thanksgiving feels so holy to me this year,

Holy coming from the same root word as whole and heal,

As in feeling whole again, as in healing what is hurting.
In this season of homecomings and coming home,

Of foreclosed homes, homeless families here at our church,

And newly blessed babies coming home,

And us with souls that are always seeking rest, seeking home,

May wholeness and healing bless our tables.
May we want what we have.

May we do what we can.

May we be who we are.

Let this be our Thanksgiving Prayer.

A final moment of silence, now, to give thanks….

Amen.

