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What an interesting reading this morning.  It isn’t all that often that we find Paul, Silas (Silvanus) and Timothy telling people what they’ve done right.  Certainly, both the old and new testaments are full of people being admonished for not doing the right thing.   This is a letter addressing what they have done right. The people of Thessalonica are a surprising group.  Thessalonica is located in a very important area.  It is a port located at the point of an inlet from the Aegen Sea.  At that time, it was part of Macedonia which encompassed a large area that spanned modern-day northern and central Greece, the Republic of North Macedonia, parts of Albania, and sections of southern Bulgaria and Serbia.  Macedonia during the Roman Empire was a massive, unified political and military province.  Thessalonica is now called Thessaloniki and is now part of what is Greece. That area had seen many cults, many different religious groups come and go and many of the people there worshipped Roma, the actual embodiment and ideas of the Roman Empire itself.  Yet when the Thessalonians heard Paul’s message, they accepted the call and converted.  This was by no means an easy choice.  Remember what the ancient Roman empire was like.  This would set them up for questioning and persecution.  So, it was not a choice without consequences.  But, they did just that.  They heard the call; they accepted the call and changed their lives.  So, here is a group of people that is big win for the early Christians and certainly for Paul, Silas and Timothy.  

This a letter of thanks to these people that have risked a lot to accept that Christ is their savior.  I spend a lot of time thanking God for getting me out of rough patches and I try to be thankful for what I have.  This is different, here people are being thanked for hearing the word of God and answering the call. But this is also a letter calling for their thanks in that God has chosen them, the Thessalonians, for this.  This letter acknowledges that God has chosen for the Thessalonians to not only hear the Word, but to accept the Word.  With choice, you have to choose.  So, how do they go from choosing to being chosen?  How do you hear the Word and then have the meaning deepen? It is so much more complex than it appears on the surface.  Remember where they are, where they are located.  They have a choice.  They have lots of outside influences pushing them away from the hardest choice.  There is so much risk with their choice of Christianity.  Here they are being thanked for hearing the Word, accepting the Word and now making the difficult choice of following the Word; accepting the Word and all the encumbrances that come with it.  There is no doubt that they were persecuted with this choice.  But again, without that choice they will not see the redemption that Christ has laid his life down for.  So, they have chosen and in doing so they are now the chosen people.  This letter is basically a big thank for all of those things.  The Thessalonians have much to be thankful for just as they are also being thanked.  It is their thanksgiving.

Thanksgiving…It is a little early to be talking about Thanksgiving.  We’ve got over a month after all before it arrives.  I think I have shared before how Thanksgiving is my favorite Holiday.  Yes, in ways I rate it above Christmas and Easter because it seems to have not been as intensely commercialized.  At times, I feel bad because it has been subverted by the commercialism of Christmas.  Christmas is huge in the Christian calendar but it has been ruined in some ways by all the spending hype.  I am one that likes things simple without too much pressure.  A lot of people dread Christmas due to the hype and subsequent pressure.  

Thanksgiving is the quiet family holiday where families gather with usually a fairly common menu that involves a poultry most of us don’t eat and then family traditions of food that is usually generational.   I think that part of the reason I enjoy Thanksgiving is because I usually am the one doing most of the cooking (my way of expressing love).  Because I have a tendency to make pretty desserts, people don’t realize that I enjoy cooking much more than baking.  When my mother was alive, I would go to her place early on Thanksgiving and begin cooking the feast at her house.  I would prepare some things in advance, but I wanted her to still “own” the day, so I would have her help as much as possible.  It was a special time for us.  

What matters most to me about Thanksgiving is getting together with family and celebrating together.  It is unfortunate to me that the commercialism of Christmas has stolen a lot of that from family time.  The Black Friday got so big it leaked into Thanksgiving and started stealing the “family time” from Thanksgiving.  It used to be that you would see many family members that had to go to one family at noon and one family later in the day.  The later part of the day has seen itself stolen away.  I have seen a few changes in more recent years away from that partly because I think retail employers started to take a look at what they were doing to their own families and their time together.  I hope that trend continues.  

So, did I get lost talking about Thanksgiving?  Maybe, but not totally.

I always give thanks for Christ having given up his human life to save my soul.  Here though we visit the thought that we should be thankful for more than that.  God provides for us in so many different ways and sometimes, we don’t see the bigger picture of thanks.  Christ gave us many things to be thankful for.  The parables are a wonderful guidance on how to live life as a Christian and how to avoid the traps set out to refute that life.  So often in the parables you hear of Christ being asked questions of the pharisees that are meant to “catch” him saying something wrong or something contradictory to the true Godly path.  Christ taught ways to debate without being aggressive or angry.  His parables are teaching moments for his audience and learning moments for us.  His miracles gave us hope and still do.  

Here we are.  We have chosen to hear the Word and in doing so are chosen as children of God.  We are sitting here as the chosen.  This is something that needs a great deal of thanks expressed.  We also need to think about how we ourselves got here.  You have to hear the Word to accept the Word and become part of the chosen, so where did you hear the Word?  Were you raised with parents that exposed you to the Word?  Were you neighbors with someone who presented you with the Word?  Maybe it was in Sunday School, maybe it was during confirmation.  Was it a grandparent?  The point being that we need to look back and think, who besides God do I thank for this?  Who is our Paul our Silas our Timothy?

Yes, we are chosen but how do we keep that going in our hearts and minds?  How do we have that refreshed?  We should look at sources of refreshment too.  The warmth that reaches you as you help pack boxes for flood victims, that cup of coffee you just enjoyed after chatting with your church friend, the enjoyment of slinging burgers for a cause, there are so many ways in which we are refreshed.  Sometimes, it can be a piece of music that touches that spot.  We just need to remember to say thank you for those times.  Thank you to the person who stood by you for hours weaving mats for homeless shelters.  Thank you to the person whose smile was needed.  Thank you to those grandparents that took you to church while mom and dad were refreshing their relationship.  Thank you to the gifted keyboard player who helps you get through service.  I look back at all the Thanksgivings I should celebrate.  My mother who woke up singing.  My father that made sure we learned how to TRY and outthink a fish.  Because, at least as I was growing up, I could feel the warmth of the moment as the sun came up and we were rowing to “that spot”.  Those were the times when I should be thankful for being a chosen one, a child of God.  My father was not always vocal about his religious views, but I can tell you with certainty that when cancer was drawing his life to a close, he was well with his soul.  He knew that he had heard the Word. He knew that he had been chosen.  

We are all gathered here because we have heard the Word.  God chose us to hear the word and be saved.

Thanks be to God!



