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Deuteronomy 8:7-18               November 22, 2017 

2 Corinthians 9:6-15 

 

Community Thanksgiving Service 

We Didn’t Deserve This! 
 

 I have an indelible memory of the day my parents met my future in-laws 

for the first time.  Lorri and I met in college. Her family lived in the suburbs of 

Rochester, NY, and at one point during our first summer as a couple, her parents 

decided—I’m not sure with how much hinting or moping on Lorri’s part was 

involved—to take a weekend camping trip near my family’s dairy farm in the 

countryside near Buffalo.   

 They pulled into our driveway on a Saturday morning, and when my dad 

came out from the barn where he was doing his morning chores to meet them, 

practically the first thing he said was, “David is a scholar, not a farmer.” It’s true 

that as a child and for a great deal of my life, a big part of my identity was 

found in going to school. In fact, I finally gave up the pursuit of degrees at the 

age of 51—but every now and then I still have my moments of temptation! 

 I embraced that identity because I love to learn. But I also liked the way 

that schools allow a person to measure his or her success – grades and report 

cards, honor rolls and deans’ lists, and diplomas to hang on the wall.  And 

through that long career as a student I achieved a lot. I ultimately ended up 

with four degrees, including a Ph.D., with a cumulative grade point average for 

all them in the neighborhood of 3.95.  And I worked hard at it. Especially when I 
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was in seminary I got to bed many nights at 3 or 4 in the morning after putting 

the final touches on a paper. 

 But, lest you think I’ve gone on like this in order to boast, there are—as we 

just sang—10,000 reasons why I know I didn’t do this myself.  I had parents who 

provided a stable and loving home, and who gave me the space to be a 

scholar and not a farmer.  I received a free public education, scholarships and 

low-interest loans—most of which were based on financial need-- to put me 

through those degrees.  I received encouragement from teachers and 

professors.  Lorri worked and sacrificed to put me through three years of 

seminary.  The church I served in upstate New York continued to pay me a full-

time salary all the years I spent a day or more a week studying in my doctoral 

program and writing my thesis.  To all these things I could add all the less obvious 

advantages of being white, and male, and American. 

 I’m blessed; I worked hard to achieve these things.  But other people work 

hard, too, but the deck seems to be stacked against them.  They are talented 

and creative and determined and resilient.  Some work 2 or 3 jobs, just to teeter 

on the edge of poverty.  You may know folks like that—you may be one of 

them. 

 We live in a culture that is fed by a mythology that says that through effort 

and determination anyone can prosper and achieve great things.  But at its 

roots this isn’t just an American thing, it’s a more basic and persistent part of 

human nature.  There’s a part of us that wants to believe that we have good 
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things because we are good—because we deserve them.  In the book of 

Deuteronomy, Moses addresses the people of Israel at the doorstep of the 

Promised Land. He paints a compelling picture of the abundance that awaits 

them, and then he tells them, “Do not say to yourself, ‘My power and the might 

of my own hand have gotten me this wealth.’ But remember the LORD your God, 

for it is he who gives you power to get wealth …”  

 Remember the Lord your God … Moses reminds them of the founding 

story of their nation, which is the story of what the Lord has done.  They are 

about to receive the blessing of this land because the Lord liberated them from 

slavery, because the Lord led them and fed them in the wilderness, because the 

Lord taught them and guided them. 

 Moses only makes passing reference to the part the people played in this 

story—but it stirs us to remember that Scripture doesn’t paint them in such a 

good light.  They grumbled and complained, and they turned up their noses at 

the manna the Lord gave them in the wilderness. They rebelled against Moses 

and his leadership.  They made a golden calf for themselves and bowed down 

to it. All of which is to say that they did nothing to make them deserving of the 

blessings of the land. 

 This story is also full of moral ambiguities.  It’s striking in Moses’ litany of 

land’s bounty that many of the things he lists don’t just grow wild. Humans have 

to cultivate “wheat and barley, vines and fig trees, pomegranates, olive oil and 
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honey.”  So many of the blessings God’s people will receive are the work of the 

hands of people they are taking the land away from.   

 One of the powerful things about the biblical story is that it doesn’t gloss 

over things like this.  The Bible doesn’t give us a mythology of some ideal past.  

The story of God’s people has always been messy and complicated, tarnished 

by sin and injustice.   

 This is all the more reason to be humble in our gratitude to God.  It’s one 

more reason to acknowledge that we don’t deserve the abundance our land, 

either.  Those who came before us took this land away from those who already 

lived here, a large part of the early economy was built on slave labor, the great 

canals and railroads were built on the backs of Irish and Chinese immigrants, the 

industrial economy was built at the cost of the lives of miners and steelworkers 

and women in sweatshops.  We could easily go on, but this is enough to remind 

us that we are heirs of all this.  Many of the advantages we enjoy came at an 

awful cost in human lives—in these and other ways.  God has not given our 

nation these advantages because of any moral superiority we might claim.  

 So now that I’ve totally rained on your Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, 

what shall we say?  Perhaps two things are in order. 

 The first is that God intends us to enjoy his gifts!  Just a few days ago I 

came across this quote from John Calvin, the spiritual father of the Presbyterian 

tradition—whom people tend to think of as a pretty stern  and austere guy. But 

he wrote this, 
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Now if we ponder to what end God created food, we shall find that he 

meant it not only to provide for our necessity but also for delight and 

good cheer.  Thus the purpose of clothing, apart from necessity, was 

[beauty] and decency. In grasses, trees and fruits, apart from their various 

uses, there is beauty of appearance and pleasantness of odor.” (Institutes 

3.3.10) 

 

Just this morning, I read a piece written by Dr. Aaron Carroll, a professor at 

Indiana University, who encourages those of us who have gotten the message 

about healthy eating to relax a little bit and let ourselves enjoy that Thanksgiving 

feast. 

Thanksgiving is supposed to be different. That’s what makes it special. 

That’s what makes it a holiday. Your health doesn’t depend on what you 

eat this one day. It’s what you eat the other 364 days that counts. It’s 

what you do day in and day out, in terms of sustainable eating habits, 

that makes the difference. If you’re eating healthily the rest of the year, 

then nothing you do on this one day will make that much of a difference. 

Except, it might bring you joy. 

(https://www.nytimes.com/newsletters/2017/11/22/opinion-today) 

 

With humility, and gratitude, remembering the Lord our God this is a day to 

rejoice in God’s gifts!   

Briefly, the other thing comes from the 2 Corinthians reading.  Paul 

teaches that Gods prospers us so that  so that “by always having enough of 

everything, [we] may share abundantly in every good work.” God blesses us in 

every way, not for us gorge ourselves on his abundance or hoard his good gifts, 

but that through us he may bless and empower other people.  In other words, 

God blesses us so that we might enable others to give thanks to God.   

So I encourage you tonight and tomorrow to take stock of God’s 

undeserved gifts—beginning with whatever material blessings you may enjoy.  
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But then go a bit deeper and consider all the other advantages that you may 

have been given in life—health or education or family or influence, to name a 

few. How can those gifts be turned to the advantage of God’s world?  How 

might they help a neighbor, near or far, who is facing an immediate crisis?  How 

might those gifts empower someone to change the course of their life for the 

long term?  How they might be used to challenge the systems of power and 

privilege that slam the door on so many who are seeking a better life? And then 

pray over it some more, until the Lord shows you one new step to take to make 

this happen. 

 Rejoice in your blessings! Celebrate them! Remember the Lord your God 

who in sheer love and grace gives you these things. And then be God’s 

blessing—so that in all things the Lord might receive thanks and praise.  Amen. 

 

Rev. David Spaulding 

First Presbyterian Church, Dixon 

November 22, 2017 

 

 

 

 

 


