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BEYOND iTUNES 
Giving Thanks When Life’s Not Playing Your Song 

Text:  Ephesians 5:15-20 
 

You Are Being Constantly Called to Live the iLife 
 
Do you remember back in the old days when people actually had to listen to songs they 
did not instantly like?  It sounds barbaric, I know, but there was a time when people 
bought, all at once, an entire set of songs from a particular artist.  It was like the artist 
had this wild notion that on the way to listening to the songs we immediately liked, we 
might eventually derive some benefit from the other songs on the album.  It was a rude 
and crude practice – one which St. Steve of Jobs, lovingly saved us from.  Now, through 
the miracle of iTunes, Rhapsody, Urge, and other services we only have to put up with 
the music we like.  We can make sure that life keeps playing our song. 
 
In the recesses of my memory there is an image of a plate of creamed spinach sitting 
before me on my grandparent’s holiday table.  It made no sense to me at the time.  
There were plenty of other dishes.  The desserts were right over there.  But the rule was 
that while we did not have to EAT the whole serving, we did have to at least TRY what 
was served each time it was offered.  Thankfully, of course, few people would dream 
enacting such cruelty upon a child anymore.  It might provoke tears or anger some other 
response completely at odds with good holiday pictures.  Far better for kids to pick and 
choose, or see what else is in the fridge, or pass the plate by without a try.  Thank 
goodness we’ve moved to the era of the iTable. 
 
Or do you remember that uncivilized time when, if somebody gave you some 
unfashionable clothes for Christmas, you might actually have had to wear them to 
school?  Or what of that ancient time when, if you didn’t like what was on any of the 
three networks, you were stuck because that’s ALL there was on the tube?  How ever 
did we manage before iTunes, and iTable, and iTrade-It-In, and iTV?  People must have 
been much unhappier then.  Isn’t it good that we’ve entered the age of so many 
personal choices and discovered because of them such thankful contentment? 
 
It’s an interesting theory, isn’t it – this notion that by having more and more options, and 
more and more freedom to select mainly what I want from those options, I will be 
happier in the end?  As we find ourselves again this morning at that delirious cusp 
between the season of stuffing just past and the season of stuff just ahead, we and our 
friends and family members will be called from many quarters to spend ourselves in 
service to the idea that the iLife is the high life.   
 

Be Very Careful Then 
 
We are actually not the first people to hear that siren song.  If you traveled to ancient 
Ephesus back in the first century A.D., you would have heard the iTune playing too.  
Ephesus was the capitol of the Roman province of Asia and the fourth largest city on 
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planet Earth.  Even its ruins today are magnificent.  Its theaters, libraries, and upper 
class mansions were jaw-dropping.  Its broad avenues and marble shopping arcades 
teemed with commerce.  It enjoyed a booming silver industry, a lively sex and booze-
trade associated with the cults of Diana and Dionysius, and a simply dizzying array of 
goods, services, and choices by ancient standards.  The images of the good and better 
life were ever before the Ephesians.  So easy was it for the Christians there to get 
sucked into basing their own sense of identity or well-being on all this apparently self-
pleasing stuff instead of on their call as Jesus People… so easy was it for them to 
become drunk on all the apparent options and start living for the almighty ‘I” alone, that 
the Apostle Paul wrote them these sharp words of challenge found in Ephesians 5:15-
20.   
 
Please listen today as I read aloud: “Be very careful, then, how you live--not as 
unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are 
evil.  Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord's will is. Do not 
get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit. 
Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make 
music in your heart to the Lord, always giving thanks to God the Father for 
everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.” 
 
What strikes me as so counter-cultural that it must be from another kingdom than that of 
this world are the words “always” and “everything” in verses 19-20 there.  “Speak to 
one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in 
your heart to the Lord, always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in 
the name of the Lord Jesus Christ.”  In other words, no matter what tune is playing or 
what dish is on the table, “always” give thanks for “everything,” not because I like the 
sound; not because I like the taste; not because I like the texture or the look of what is 
in front of me; but because life is not all about what I like.  It is about living “in the name 
of our Lord Jesus Christ” in many kinds of circumstances.   
 

Do Not Be Unwise  
 
Four brothers, known for their sibling rivalry, grew up and became prosperous.  Meeting 
for dinner one night the talk turned to the topic of the Christmas gifts they were planning 
to give their elderly mother who lived in a city far away.  The first brother said, "I’m 
having a big house built for Mama."  The second said, "I’m having a hundred thousand 
dollar theater built into the house."  The third said, "I’m having my Mercedes dealer 
deliver an SL600 to her."  All eyes turned on the fourth and youngest brother who said, 
"I’m giving Mamma a special Bible. 
 
“Well,” sniped the oldest, “it better be a VERY special Bible.” “Oh, it is,” said the 
youngest brother.  “You know how Mamma loves reading the Bible and how hard that is 
now that she can't see very well.  Well, I attend this church that’s got this parrot who can 
recite the entire Bible.  It apparently took the Elders twelve years to teach him.  I had to 
pledge to contribute $100,000 a year for twenty years to the church to get them to turn 
over the bird, but it was well worth it.  Mamma just has to name the chapter and verse 
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and that parrot will recite it perfectly."  The other brothers just shook their head in 
wonder.  
 
The true wisdom of the youngest brother’s gift, however, was only fully apparent after 
the holidays when notes from Mamma began to arrive.  "Milton,” she wrote, “the house 
you built me is huge. I only live in one room but still must clean the whole house.  
Thanks anyway."  "Michael,” the second note read, “You gave me an expensive theater.  
Since my friends, my hearing, and my eyesight are all gone, however, I’m afraid I'll 
never use it.  Thank you for the gesture just the same.”  "My Dear Marvin, I am too old 
to drive.  I stay home and have my groceries delivered, so I never use the Mercedes.  
The thought was nice though, son. Thanks.”  And then the final note: "Dearest Melvin, 
you were the only child to have the good sense to give a little thought to your gift.  
Thank you so much, son!  The chicken was delicious." 
 
The greatest form of wisdom is gratitude.  Yet how hard it can be sometimes to 
recognize the true worth of the gifts we give or have been given.  If we’re not “very 
careful, then,” we can get to the point where the way we live is “unwise.”  We may 
treasure trash and trash the true treasures of our lives.  We may spend immense 
resources out shopping for a person whose greatest desire would be for more frequent 
conversation with us. We may exhaust ourselves decking out the house when there’s a 
child there happy with a hug and some time on the floor building blocks.  We may tell 
ourselves that all we’re expending is for others, when the truth is, it’s largely about how 
“I” look in the eyes of others.  We may be so concerned about what’s not under the tree 
that we neglect to celebrate that anything is. 
 

Take Up the Discipline of Gratitude 
 
So here’s a very simple spiritual discipline that may help us maintain some wisdom in 
these frenetic days to come.  When life is not playing your song… when what is on the 
table is not what you’d choose… when the gift that’s in the box is not the one you’d ask 
for… when the show that’s on the screen of your life is not the one that makes you 
smile…  treat that as a gracious invitation.  Let the very absence of what you might want 
become the occasion to look for what God may have already provided and praise him 
for it.  Let the very absence of that iTune become the occasion for a God-tune. 
 
In his book, The Sacred Journey, Frederick Buechner tells of such a moment in his life: 
“One winter I sat in Army fatigues somewhere near Anniston, Alabama, eating my 
supper out of a mess kit… There was a cold drizzle of rain, and everything was mud. 
The sun had gone down. I was still hungry when I finished and noticed that a man 
nearby had something left over that he was not going to eat. It was a turnip, and when I 
asked him if I could have it, he tossed it over to me. I missed the catch, the turnip fell to 
the ground, but I wanted it so badly that I picked it up and started eating it any way, mud 
and all. And then, as I ate it, time deepened and slowed down again. With a lurch of the 
heart that is real to me still, I saw suddenly, almost as if from beyond time altogether, 
that not only was the turnip good, but the mud was good too, even the drizzle and cold 
were good, even the Army that I had dreaded for months. Sitting there in the Alabama 
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winter with my mouth full of cold turnip and mud, I could see at least for a moment, how 
if you ever took truly to heart the ultimate goodness and joy of things, even at their 
bleakest, the need to praise someone or something for it would be so great that you 
might even have to go out and speak of it to the birds of the air." 
 
Amidst all the dizzying clamor and choices of these days to come, let’s not lose sight of 
the simple grace that can be heard and tasted and seen all around us, even if it does 
not appear to be a real gift at the start.  Henri Nouwen spent the last years of his life 
working among the severely mentally challenged people of the Arch Community.  I 
came to discover a different route to joy and contentment, says Nouwen.  I found that: 
“Celebration is only possible through the deep realization that life and death are never 
found completely separate.  Celebration can only really come about where fear and 
love, joy and sorrow, tears and smiles can exist together.  Celebration is the acceptance 
of life in a constantly increasing awareness of its preciousness.  And life is precious not 
only because it can be seen, touched, and tasted, but also because it will be gone one 
day… Celebration is the opposite of a [drunken] escape from the realities of life.  It is 
the full acceptance of life in its total complexity.”1   
 
It is entering into a song of God’s presence, a table of God’s providence, a show of 
God’s grace that I might never chosen for myself, but through which I find myself 
strangely blessed.  “Be very careful, then, how you live” - in these days ahead – “not 
as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity” for gratitude that 
God will give you. “Do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord's will is. Do not 
get drunk on [that] which leads to debauchery,” to stupid or selfish excess. 
“Instead, be filled with the Spirit. Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and 
spiritual songs.  Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord, always giving 
thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.” 
 
Let us pray… 
 
Lord God, though some of us have not been given or are able to give what we want 
right now… Though for some of us there is a song playing, a plate of spinach steaming, 
a drizzle descending and turning the earth of our life to mud… You are God and we are 
not and you are good.  Whether in joy or in sorrow, enable us to trust in the triumph of 
your grace.  And where our capacity for Thanksgiving is simply dead altogether, turn our 
eyes toward that village Bethlehem over which a light of hope is about to start its rise.  
In the name of you who are always there and with us through everything, in the name of 
our Lord Jesus Christ we pray.  Amen. 
 
 

Questions to Ponder 
 
1. In what way(s) do you see the world moving toward supporting a greater selfish 

individualism (the “iLife”)? 
2. Where can you see the grip of this attitude or expectation in your life? 
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3. What is something on your life’s playlist, table, or screen right now that you would 
not have chosen for yourself? 

4. Can you see any cause for gratitude, any buried blessing or benefit, in this thing? 
5. How might you praise God for his grace at work there? 
  
 
 
                                                 
1 Henry Nouwen, Creative Ministry, p.95 


