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By 

The Rev. John E. Higginbotham 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, Amen; 

From me and my family, I wish you and your families a joyous and blessed 

Thanksgiving. Some of you will gather around a table later today, and most 

everyone you love will be there. Give thanks to God who gives you this 

precious moment. Others will gather around a table, and there will be an 

empty chair where a loved one should be, but is not. May God bless you! Still 

others will not gather at a table at all. Their lives may be filled with such 

heartache, loneliness or hardship, and this person may find no room in their 

heart to be thankful. May God especially bless and fill this person’s heart with 

hope and praise.  

On this Thanksgiving Day, we read some of the most important words ever 

written from the Sermon on the Mount found in the Gospel of Matthew. “I tell 

you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink; or 

about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more than food and the body 

more than clothing? Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor 
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gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of much 

more value than they? And can any one of you by worrying add a single hour to 

your span of life? “  

The famous psychotherapist, Viktor Frankl was imprisoned in a Nazi 

concentration camp and survived to write his best selling book titled, Man’s 

Search for Meaning.  I would like to share with you a story from this book that 

is most appropriate for this Thanksgiving Day.  Frankl told about an 

afternoon in Auschwitz, one of the concentration camps where he was 

imprisoned, when the men had trudged several miles from their work site 

back to the camp. They were lying exhausted and sick and hungry in their 

barracks. It was in the winter, and they had marched through a cold soaking 

rain. Suddenly one of the men burst into the barracks and shouted for the 

others to come outside. Reluctantly, but sensing the urgency in the man’s 

voice, they stirred themselves and staggered into the courtyard. The rain had 

stopped, and a bit of sunlight was breaking through under the lumpy, leaden 

clouds, and it was reflecting on the little pools of water standing about on the 

concrete floor of the courtyard. “We stood there,” said Frankl, “marveling at 

the goodness of God’s creation. We were tired and cold and sick, we were 

starving to death, we had lost our loved ones and never expected to see them 

again, yet there we stood, feeling a sense of reverence as old and formidable as 



3 

 

the world itself!” Doesn’t that passage put our lives into perspective we who 

have so much? Exhausted and sick and hungry in a Nazi concentration camp 

and they experienced a sense of reverence at the goodness of God’s creation. 

I read somewhere that some birds sing more than 2,000 times per day. Don’t 

they know that this is a cruel world where birds are shot by hunters and 

sucked into jet engines in the skies? Someone once said, a bird doesn’t sing 

because it has an answer; it sings because it has a song.  

The Pilgrim Fathers, of whom we are reminded every Thanksgiving, didn’t 

have much to be thankful for. They had been hounded out of one country, 

tried settling in another but that didn’t work out. They fled persecution and 

sailed across the ocean in that bucket of a ship they called the Mayflower. 

When they got here they were met with a land with a hostile environment, 

harsh weather, starvation, and challenges they had never dreamed possible. 

How did they handle it? They gave thanks.  

The late Erma Bombeck once wrote when she was going through her struggle 

with cancer. “An estimated 1.5 million people are living today after bouts with 

breast cancer. Every time I forget to feel grateful to be among them, I hear the 

voice of an eight-year-old named Christina, who had brain cancer. When 

asked what she wanted for her birthday, she thought long and hard and 
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finally said, “I don’t know. I have two sticker books and a Cabbage Patch 

doll. I have everything!”Erma Bombeck said, “You know, the kid is 

right.”Think about that for a moment. A little girl has a terrible cancer, but 

because she has two sticker books and a Cabbage Patch doll, she thinks she 

has everything! 

If we aren’t careful, Thanksgiving can be the most superficial holiday of the 

year. We start thanking God for our affluent lifestyle, for the new flat screen 

TV and the new car in the garage, and the beautiful vacation we took last 

spring, and the multitude of toys and gifts we will give our kids this 

Christmas, and we have no awareness that there are people who in this 

country have nothing, nothing but the clothes on their back and yet they, too 

are giving thanks. Indeed, some of them are more thankful than some of us. 

They are giving thanks for the gift of knowing Jesus. We thank God for our 

good health and we forget about people who, even as we worship here this 

morning, are in hospital beds struggling for their very lives. And yet, even 

there, some of them have a word of thanksgiving on their lips. 

My brothers and sisters in Christ, Thanksgiving is about seeing life as a gift. 

It’s not about constantly striving to have more possessions. It is about taking 

this special day, this precious moment to rest our lives in the arms of our God 
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acknowledging,  regardless of our circumstances whether we live in the midst 

of abundance or in a parched land of misery, that God is our life, God is our 

hope, and God is the source of every good thing. 

I once read a wonderful illustration of this kind of awareness found in Dr. 

Spencer Johnson’s little book The Present. The Present is about a little boy 

and an old man who appeared to be so happy and content that one day the 

boy walked up to the porch swing where the old man sat and asked, “Mister, 

why are you always so happy?” The old man said, “Son, it’s because I have 

the present.” The little boy said, “I love presents.” He wondered if the old man 

might help him get this present too. To his surprise the old man said the boy 

already had the present and once he recognized what it was, he too would be 

happy every day. From that day forward the old man became a special part of 

the little boy’s life. Even as a teenager the boy never forgot about that present. 

The old man reminded him that once he found the present everything else 

would fall into perspective. The boy wondered if it was magic. The old man 

explained it wasn’t magic but it is magical and once you have the present you 

are content to be right where you are in that moment.  As the boy grew up 

and matured, he still wondered about the present until one day it suddenly 

dawned on him. Excitedly he said to the old man, “It’s not a hold-in-your 

hand gift, it’s the present, the moment of time that is today, the now.” With a 
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warm smile and sparkling eyes the old man confirmed that he was right it’s 

enjoying the gift of time right now. Over the next few years the young man 

married and had children. He was happy but life presented him many 

challenges. Each time he was tempted to let go of the present, the old man 

gave him advice that got him back on track again. Eventually, the old man 

died and everyone, rich and poor alike turned out for his funeral. Not long 

after, a middle-aged man, this same boy now completely grown, sat 

contentedly in his swing. A little girl walked up to him. “Mister,” she said to 

him, “Why do you look so happy?”“Oh young lady,” he said, “it’s because I 

have this present.” She told him she loved presents and wondered if he might 

help her get this present too.  

My dear sisters and brothers in Christ, in today’s Thanksgiving Day lesson 

from the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus is giving us the present: “Do not worry 

about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will 

wear . . .” When you sit down at your Thanksgiving day table take the hand of 

the loved ones and friends next to you and look around that table and at each 

and every one of them and ask yourself, where would I be today without her? 

Where would I be this Thanksgiving Day without him? And then ask yourself 

where would I be if it were not for God, and then be thankful in your heart 

for the present that God alone can give. Amen 


