



God wanted the world to have a you. And a me. And the person next to you. The person 
behind you. The person in front of you. The person you’re missing most. The person you can’t 
wait to see this week. The person you’re dreading seeing at dinner tomorrow. We were all 
pregnancies, we were all babies, we were all miracles, we all could have not happened. God 
wanted the world to have us. God wanted us. We are all a sign that God wanted the people of 
the day we arrived to go on.


This baby, the baby whose 
arrival we celebrate 
tonight and tomorrow — 
He was also a sign that 
God wanted people to go 
on. “And this will be a sign 
for you: you will find a 
babe wrapped in 
swaddling cloths and lying 
in a manger."


But this baby also 
signified a change in the 
way God wanted us to go 
on. This baby, Jesus, 
Emmanuel, God-with-us, 
was a sign that God 
wanted us to go on — 
knowing God’s love. A 
love that was down to 
earth that God’s very self 
came down to earth and 
real. A love that was so 
much for everyone that 
God made sure the baby 
was born to every day 
kind of people. Not kings 
and queens, but a 
carpenter and his fiancée 
from Nazareth. A love that 
is so complete, God made 
sure we knew the child 
wasborn
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1 Thessalonians 5:16-18: Rejoice 
always, pray continually, give thanks 
in all circumstances; for this is God's 
will for you in Christ Jesus.

It has been a hard few weeks for 
Jay. His plays-with-me-every-day 
and talks-for-me best friend didn’t 
come back to school after 
Christmas break. One of his 
teachers got a job in her chosen 
career field in December, and one 
left in January because of her class 
schedule, the replacement they 
hired had her last day on Friday, 
and his main teacher, who is 
staying and absolutely fabulous, 
was out sick with the flu for a 
week. Jay’s been sleeping in my 
bed. He’s been talking in his sleep. 
He’s been fighting bedtime. He’s 
been waking up at 5 am. He’s been 
resisting going to school. He’s been 
stuttering when he tries to express 
himself. And every time I hand him 
something he’s asked for, I say, 
“thank you, mommy,” because he’s 
stopped saying it. He’s in a hard 
place for a three (almost four) year 
old. 

When my kid is happy, 
when he’s having a good week, 
he’s confident and full of smiles 
and hugs and thank yous. When 
my kid is not happy, when he’s not 

having a good week, I spend all 
week fielding complaints from him 
about things like having to go to 
the bathroom or the fact that it’s 
dark outside at 7 PM or it’s cold or 
it isn’t cold while he clings like 
Saran Wrap. And parenting is still 
my favorite job on those days, but 
it is a thankless job.

Let’s look at today’s 
scripture reading. It’s short. It’s 
memorizable. It’s 1 Thessalonians 
5:16-18. Rejoice always, pray 
continually, give thanks in all 
circumstances; for this is God’s will 
for you in Christ Jesus.

Rejoice always. That’s a 
verse.

Pray continually. That’s a 
verse.

Give thanks in all 
circumstances, for this is God’s will 
for you in Christ Jesus. That’s the 
verse we’re going to be looking at 
this morning, as we think about 
gratitude as Christian spiritual 
practice.

Did you buy or make 
anyone a gift at Christmas? I want 
you to think for a moment about 
your favorite gift you gave. The 
very best present you handed to 
someone else. Was it something 
they needed? Something they 
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wanted? Something you thought they’d like? 
Something you wanted them to have? Or was it 
something you wanted to hear “thank you” for? 
Why did you give it to them? Did you give it to 
them to receive the acclaim that came with the 
giving? No. You didn’t give it to them to receive a 
thank you. 

In the same way, I don’t give my child 
things he wants or needs because he will thank me. 
I am not living for the thank you. If I was living for 
my child’s thank you’s, I’d have very lush times 
and very lean times, because they come and go 
with his mood, confidence, and sense of security. 
The better he feels, the more he thanks me. The 
worse he feels, in terms of security and confidence, 
the less he thanks me. But I still give him things. I 
still feed him. I still listen to him, even if I become a 
temporary complaint department. I still help him. I 
still provide whatever he needs and some of the 
things he wants. And I say “thank you, mommy” as 
I provide them. I don’t demand it from him. I 
model it for him. When we pray at night, I’ve been 
careful to spend more of our prayer time on giving 
thanks. It’s not just “thank you Mommy” as I hand 
him a juice box. It’s “thank you God” before we go 
to bed. “Thank you God for this and this and this.” 
“Thank you God for all the people who love Jay.” 
“Thank you God for the great day we’re going to 
have tomorrow.” 

And it’s not because my number one 
concern in child-rearing is that my child is polite. 
Truth. It’s not that I want him to learn to pretend 
everything is okay all the time. How many of us 
have learned to do that? It’s not that I want him to 
deny the anger or frustration or disappointment 
with his circumstances. It’s that I don’t want him to 
get in the habit of sliding down that slippery slope 
of “something is wrong now everything is wrong.” 
It’s that I want gratitude to be part of his attitude 
toward life. I don’t take care of him to get his 
gratitude; I want him to face life with an attitude of 
gratitude. 

I think often of Bob Baker, who was part of 
the Bois D’Arc UMC package when I arrived. He 
was a special part of it. He challenged many of us, 

theologically and in our view of the Bible, and he 
loved us fiercely. Bob had a distinct outlook on life 
that I refer to in my head as Bobism. Here’s a 
component. I’m at the hospital. He’s about to go 
into surgery to have part of his foot removed. I’m 
holding his other leg because — you know how 
you have to take everything with you when you 
leave a hospital room to go to surgery because 
you’re probably not going back to that room? I was 
always worried that we’d forget his prosthetic leg 
and foot, because it could easily get overlooked in 
the midst of grabbing all the other stuff. It was 
always my job, self-appointed, to make sure Bob’s 
leg went with us. So I’m holding Bob’s leg, and I’m 
getting ready to pray, and Bob pipes up from the 
bed that he doesn’t want me to ask God for 
anything for him. He said, “I’ve had a good life. 
I’ve had everything I needed. I don’t want you to 
ask God for one more thing for me. Just thank God 
for everything. That’s the only prayer I want you to 
say.” 

And if you knew Bob, how successful he 
was in his life and career, you might be inspired to 
dismiss this as the prayer of a man who had it all. 
It’s easy to be thankful if you had Bob’s life, you 
might think. I would remind you, if you were to say 
that to me, that I was holding his leg. I would also 
tell you, I’m going to tell you — people think the 
same thing of you. No matter how hard your life is 
right now, now matter how low your checking 
account balance is right now, no matter how 
frustrated you are with (fill in the blank) right now 
— people think this of you. That it must be easy to 
be thankful if they had your life.

You have things in your life a lot of people 
long for. You have somewhere beside your home 
where you belong You have people you know love 
you, not because they’re related to you and they 
have to, but people who choose to be in community 
with you. You have someone to call if you get 
arrested or in an accident. You have people who 
will show up if your house burns down or you 
need something desperately. You have, deep in 
your heart, the knowledge that the God who made 
heaven and earth loves and accepts you. Your 
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circumstances may be easy, or they may be hard, 
but you’ve got things people need and desire.

But sometimes, sometimes, one thing goes 
wrong, another thing goes wrong, and we forget 
how much we really have. Our complaint 
departments open, and once it’s open — we have a 
lot we can be negative about. Our confidence wears 
down, and we might find ourselves clinging to 
others because we don’t feel secure in ourselves. 
And when you get like this, we still love you. God 
still loves you. But let’s think about this — it might 
be a thankless job for a minute.

But here’s the deal — we don’t do it for the 
thanks. I don’t parent Jay for the thanks. We don’t 
live in community with you for the thanks. God 
doesn’t love us for the thanks.

This scripture tells us three things. Rejoice 
always. Pray continuously. Give thanks in all 
circumstances. And what’s the end of that verse? 
“for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.”

Not “because God gets mad when you’re 
belly-button gazing.”

Not “because you’re really lucky you’re 
included in this.”

Not “because God needs to hear it to keep 
up the good work.”

But “for this is God’s will for you in Christ 
Jesus.”

God wants us to be thankful in all 
circumstances because — it’s what God wants for 
YOU. Not FROM you. FOR you. This is God’s will 
for us in Christ Jesus. 

Because the only way to get through bad 
circumstances and over the misery that happens 
when we open our complaint departments, and 
lose our confidence and sense of security — is to get 
grateful. 

You know how I know Jay, who is a 
preschooler, but is really just a little human being 
who does all the same things we do as older human 
beings but more mess and more flare — you know 
how I know Jay is getting better in all his troubles? 
As this week has progressed, Jay has started adding 
in things he’s thankful for when we say our prayers 

at night. Specific people that love him. Specific 
animals. Specific movie characters. And last night, 
we got to watch on TV as my niece, who is the 
North Carolina indoor women’s archery champion, 
get fourth place in a huge tournament in Lancaster, 
PA. Two hours later, we’re saying our prayers, and 
Jay gave thanks for getting to clap for his cousin 
Kira, which is almost-four-year-old for “I’m so 
proud of my cousin. Thanks for her success.” It’s 
getting better. His spirit is getting better. An 
attitude of gratitude is God’s will for us in Jesus 
Christ. Acts of gratitude are the spiritual practice 
that get us there.

Write one great thing that happened each 
week on a slip of paper, stick it in a jar on Friday. 
Make it a family practice, whether you’re a family 
of one or a family of ten. New Years Eve, go over all 
the great weeks you had — all you have to 
celebrate. Or list them on your fridge. Or bring up a 
good moment in prayer every night. Or send a 
thank you note to someone, anyone, every week, no 
matter how bad the week was. Or a thank you 
email. Or a thank you text. Or a thank you call. 
Find something to say thanks for and say it. The 
more we practice gratitude, the more our attitude 
shifts, the less time we spend with our complaint 
departments open and our confidence gone, the 
more we’re living out God’s will for us in Jesus 
Christ.

What does God want for us? Gratitude. In 
all circumstances. An attitude of gratitude, 
achieved by regular acts of of gratitude. Acts of 
gratitude are an easy spiritual practice to add to our 
lives, and the benefits are huge. Gratitude gets our 
spirits right. Gets our relationships right. Gets our 
lives right. It’s God’s will for us. God will continue 
to take care of us, whether we show gratitude or 
not. Find a new practice of gratitude. God wants 
gratitude for us, not from us. Amen.
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