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Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is 

the will of God in Christ Jesus for you. Do not quench the Spirit. Do not despise 

the words of prophets, but test everything; hold fast to what is good; abstain from 

every form of evil. 

 

May the God of peace sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul and 

body be kept sound] and blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. The 

one who calls you is faithful, and will do this. 

 

Beloved, pray for us. 

 

Greet all the brothers and sisters with a holy kiss. I solemnly command you by the 

Lord that this letter be read to all of them. 

 

The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you. 

                                                           (I Thessalonians 5:16-28) 

 

* * * * * 

 

A global pandemic. COVID-19 infections. Hospitalizations. Deaths. All on the rise. The 

breakdown of civic norms. A presidential election without a concession. 2020: A year in which 

the stain of racism on our national soul has become painfully evident.  

 

And now, Thanksgiving. 

 

Thanksgiving 2020. Webster defines an oxymoron as “a figure of speech in which apparently 

contradictory terms appear in conjunction.” For example: “clearly confused,” “deafening 

silence,” “act naturally.” 

 

A figure of speech in which apparently contradictory terms appear in conjunction: 

“Thanksgiving 2020.” 

 

“THANKSGIVING 2020?” 
I Thessalonians 5:16-28 
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Rhetorically, an oxymoron serves a purpose. It makes us stop and think. An oxymoron gives us 

pause, pause to laugh, to cry, to wonder. 

 

* * * * * 

 

This will be a different Thanksgiving. A part of my 

Thanksgiving tradition is gathering on Woodward Avenue at 

7:00 a.m. on Thanksgiving morning with 20,000-plus 

runners to participate in the Detroit Turkey Trot. I have done 

it for decades. First with my mother, then my sister. Now my 

youngest daughter, Kate, is my Thanksgiving morning 

running partner.    

 

We have special hats we wear for the run.    

 

After the Turkey Trot, we meet up with the rest of the family 

for breakfast and the parade. For at least fifteen years, we’ve 

done this at the Ecumenical Theological Seminary, ETS.    

Earlier this month, we received an email from the Rev. Cr. Kenneth E. Harris, President and 

Professor of Biblical Studies for the Ecumenical Theological Seminary. Let me share with you a 

portion of it: 

 

Dear Friends of ETS, 

The Ecumenical Theological Seminary has held our annual Thanksgiving Day 

Breakfast fundraiser for the past nineteen years. Each year, hundreds of ETS 

friends and supporters have attended this event during the Thanksgiving Parade. It 

has been a time of fellowship, celebration and breaking of bread over one of the 

finest breakfast menus in Detroit. It is one of the highlights of the year for the 

seminary… 

Due to the COVID-19 global pandemic, this year’s annual breakfast has been 

cancelled. Our work to train and equip servant leaders, however, continues...  

 

The email then describes the success ETS is having in educating students, explains some of the 

financial challenges they are facing, and asks those who have supported the seminary through the 

Thanksgiving Breakfast in the past to continue to do so. The letter closes with Dr. Harris sharing 

a personal note: 

 

Despite the loss of my wife, Ruthie, in April and my own battle with COVID-19, 

I am thankful for the blessings and favor of the Lord. I also am thankful for my 

daughters, both seminary graduates and ministers of the gospel. I continue to be 

grateful for my divine assignment to serve as President of ETS at such an 

important time in the life of the seminary.  

Grace and Peace, 

The Rev. Dr. Kenneth E. Harris 
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“Despite the loss of my wife, Ruthie, in April, and my own battle with COVID-19, I am thankful 

for the blessings and favor of the Lord.” 

 

* * * * * 

 

Our scripture text for this morning includes these words from the closing verses in Paul’s first 

letter to the Thessalonians: 

 

Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances… 

 

“Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances…” Paul’s exhortation in 

these verses is not unique. It is not unique among Paul’s letters nor across our scriptures. In the 

Psalms of the Hebrew Bible, repeatedly there are admonitions to rejoice, to make a joyful noise 

to the Lord, to give thanks.    

 

I began our service with these words from Psalm 100:  

 

Make a joyful noise to the Lord, all the earth. 

Worship the Lord with gladness.   

                                                                      (Psalm 100:1-2a) 

 

Rejoice. Pray. Give thanks. Make a joyful noise. 

 Always? In all circumstances? Even now? Even this year?  

Yes. Give thanks in all circumstances. 

 

Before I go on, let’s look at what this does not say. The admonition is NOT to give thanks FOR 

all circumstances. It is to give thanks IN all circumstances.   

 

There are circumstances for which we need not and should not give thanks. Evil, injustice and 

oppression exist. And consistent with our vows of baptism, we are to resist evil, injustice and 

oppression in whatever forms they present themselves. 

 

• There is no thanksgiving for an abusive relationship. 

• There is no thanksgiving for attitudes and actions that demean persons. 

• There is no thanksgiving for systems that cause some persons to be valued less than 

others. 

• There is no thanksgiving for structures that perpetuate injustice. 

• There is no thanksgiving for COVID-19, for illness, for death. 

 

Evil—and yes, I would call coronavirus evil—evil, injustice and oppression exist. We do not 

give thanks for them. Rather, we honestly and truthfully name them. Call them out. Confront 

them. Resist them. Fight them.   

 

The admonition is not to give thanks FOR all circumstances. A theology that would admonish us 

or even invite us to give thanks FOR all circumstances is one that I would label as toxic. 
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Paul’s invitation, his admonition, is this: 

 

Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks IN all circumstances… 

 

“Give thanks IN all circumstances…” 

 

* * * * * 

 

So, the question then is, what does this look like? What does it look like to give thanks in all 

circumstances?   

 

In her book, Grateful, the Transformative Power of Giving Thanks (2018, New York, Harper 

Collins), author Diana Butler Bass describes how gratitude is both a feeling and an action.    

 

Holding a newborn child, having our breath taken away by a spectacular sunset, the glory of fall 

colors in a forest, the moment following an accident when we realize that no one has been 

seriously injured… There are any number of circumstances that can cause us to feel thankful, to 

experience a sense of gratitude. It is a great feeling to experience. 

 

But it is not a feeling that we experience in every circumstance, nor should we. The admonition 

of scripture is not to feel thanks in all circumstances, but to give thanks. 

 

Why? Why give thanks? Well, for one, there are benefits to us for giving thanks. Such benefits 

are well documented and include an increase connection to the present moment, greater levels of 

reported happiness, increased resilience, and strengthened self-worth and social ties. 

 

So, we are told: Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks IN all circumstances… 

 

* * * * * 

 

So, what does this look like? What does it look like to choose thanks, to give thanks, not FOR all 

things, but IN all things?  

 

Let me try to illustrate with an everyday example. Because of COVID and 

how it has disrupted normal work and school routines, my wife Barbara 

and I have modified other commitments so that we can help our children 

and grandchildren with school and childcare. For me, this has meant 

scaling back my work as one of your pastors, to a role now focused on 

working with persons around legacy giving and strategies that support the 

good work of our congregation for generations to come. 

 

At home, among other things, this means that five days a week, Barbara 

and I care for our youngest granddaughter, Nora, who turned one last 

month.   
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As a grandfather and childcare provider, I know this: poopy diapers happen. When they do, I do 

not give thanks for them. I do not give thanks for the opportunity to change them.   

 

I do not give thanks for poopy diapers. However, in the midst of 

changing poopy diapers, I do find cause to give thanks, I do give 

thanks: 

 

• For the smiles I get. 

• For the giggles that come from blowing raspberries on a baby’s 

bare belly. 

• For the increased ability I notice each day for Nora to respond 

when I say, “Alright, let’s get your foot back into these pants.” 

Poopy diapers happen. I don’t have to give thanks FOR them. But I can choose to find that IN 

the midst of them for which to give thanks. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Thanksgiving will be different this year. I hope 

Thanksgiving will be different for you this year, that 

you will be following the best public health advice that 

is available and modifying your plans to reduce the risk 

of you or those you love becoming ill with COVID.  

 

Thanksgiving 2020: oxymorons make us stop and 

think. They give us pause—pause to laugh, to cry, to 

wonder. Perhaps, perhaps because we must work at it, 

because we must move beyond an easy feeling to 

choose it, giving thanks this year might have special significance. 

 

Thanksgiving 2020? Yes. 

 

For the gift which is this day. 

 

For the life we share as a congregation.  

 

For the promise of God’s presence with us. For the reality of that presence with us. In life. In 

death. In life beyond death. 

 

For the memories we have of those who are no longer physically present with us, but whose 

impact on our lives continues, even as they live on in God’s eternal love. For the pictures. For 

the stories we remember and share. For the legacies. 

 

We can choose thanks. 

 



6 

 

For the grace that allows for new beginnings. Even when we don’t deserve another chance. 

 

For the gift of God’s good creation. For the radiance of the moon on a clear night. 

 

For that text that comes at just the right moment, letting us know that we are not forgotten. 

 

We can choose thanks. 

 

For the wonders of curiosity and discovery. 

 

For the technology that allows us to connect with each other even as we remain physically 

distance. 

 

For those whose work provides hope, a vaccine, an end to this pandemic. 

 

We can choose thanks.  

 

For those who walk beside us. 

 

For those who have gone before us. 

 

For those who will follow us. 

 

We can choose thanks.  

 

For the legacies of faithfulness that we have received.    

 

For the opportunity that is ours to leave legacies for those who will come after us.  

 

Thanks. Give thanks.  

 

Yes, Thanksgiving 2020. As an action. As a choice. As an act of faith.  

 

Thanks be to God. Amen. 


