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Scripture Passages:
1) Romans 8:6-11



2) Psalm 107 & 116
Read Psalm 116: (Responsive 2nd Service)

Review: Today we come to the end of our little study of the Psalms.  I have really enjoyed all that I have learned.  I hope you have as well.  We have discovered that there are three primary kinds of Psalms: hymns, lament, and thanksgiving.  Today we look at that third type, psalms of thanksgiving.  We read two such psalms this morning, Psalm 107 and 116.
Thanksgiving: How would you define thanksgiving?  My dictionary says, “Thanksgiving is an expression of gratitude, or pleasure particularly to God.”  It goes on to say that thanksgiving is “an acknowledgement of God’s favor.”  I found it particularly interesting that my dictionary, not a religious publication, primarily connects the expression of thanksgiving to our human response to God’s work in our lives.  
    Like lament then, thanksgiving is our expression of a life experience.  While lament is an expression related to a violated expectation, thanksgiving is a joyous response to our surprise at or recognition of God’s work in us and around us.  For you, would you say that you express thankfulness to God regularly, occasionally, rarely, or never?  However you answer that question, why do you think that is the case for you?  When you do express thanksgiving to God, what does that look like?  How do you go about saying thank you to God?
Blindness: Jesus regularly healed the blind.  Jesus realized that as humans we become “blind” to God’s work in our lives and in our world.  What Jesus knew and then taught about was that something hinders our awareness of God’s presence and activity.  
     In his letter to the Romans, Paul points out that our lack of awareness often stems from the fact that we tend to focus on self rather than God.  In the NRSV version the contrast is between a focus on the flesh rather than the spirit.  In the Message translation the contrast is between a focus on self rather than a focus on God.  Another way to think about this would be to consider the difference between immersing ourselves in our culture verses immersing ourselves in the Kingdom of God.  
     When we become wrapped up in or distracted by culture, the ways of the world, the ways of the flesh, or a focus on self then we lose sight of God and God’s activity in our lives and in the world.  In other words, we become blind, and when we become blind we loose our awareness of God’s presence and work in us and among us.  And obviously if we loose our awareness of God’s presence and work then we are not going to feel thankful for what God has been doing.  How often do we take God for granted in this way?
Our Experience of Being Taken for Granted: I would imagine that all of us have experienced the situation where we have felt that our work, or our contributions, or our actions have been taken for granted at some level.  
     As I think about being taken for granted the first people that come to mind for me are my mom and Deb.  When I take a moment to reflect on all that my mom did and continues to do to care for us a family, and when I consider all that Deb does to care for our family and keep us going every day it is truly astounding.  My mom and Deb are amazing gifts to us.  And yet how often do we simply become blind to all that they do, day in and day out on our behalf?  How often do we sing songs of thanksgiving for the beautiful ways that they care for us?  How often do we take them for granted?  It seems to me that we often take God for granted in a very similar way.

The Psalmist Says Thank You God: Psalm 107 and 116 along with many others give us splendid examples of how others have experienced God at work in their lives, and how they have then responded with their thanksgiving.  The Psalms help us connect with not only how God has been present and at work in the past, but also right now.
     Psalm 107 begins by celebrating God’s goodness, love, redemption, and invitation.  The Psalmist sings his or her praises for how she has experienced God’s goodness, God’s love, God’s redemption, and God’s invitation in her life and in the life of the community.  
     The Psalmist reflects on the fact that we have a God who continuously works to gather us in as a mother hen gathers in her chicks.  As humans we stray from God in numerous ways, but God just keeps knocking on the doors of our hearts.  God seeks to feed us when our hearts languish.  God seeks to quench our thirst when our spirits pant.  Do we sing our thanksgiving for God being this way?  Are we thankful that God never gives up on us?  Are we thankful that God seeks to nourish our spirits?
     Then the Psalmist sings his thanksgiving for being set free from all that has held him captive.  Where in our life are we held captive?  Are we held captive by addictions, by wounds from our past, by failures that haunt us, by grief that crushes us, by hurts that disable us?  Our God yearns to set us free, but are we paying attention?  Are we open to allowing God’s Spirit to come and break the chains of our bondage?  If so, will we remember to sing our song of thanksgiving?

     Then the Psalmist sings her thanksgiving for God’s healing grace that washes away the stains of her sinfulness.  Each of our lives is burdened and weighed down by the sinful choices we make.  Do we allow God’s healing grace to renew our brokenness?  When we do, do we sing a song of thanksgiving?
     Next the Psalmist sings his thanksgiving for how God rescues him from the storms of life, from the troubles that he finds himself in.  Often times the choices we make, create chaos and trouble for us and those around us.  We think about Jonah and how his decision to run away from God’s call put not only himself, but a whole ship of people in jeopardy.  How often is that our situation?  We have a God willing to lead us out of the messes that we create.  Do we cry out for God’s leading or do we keep thrashing around on our own?  If we allow God to lead us out of the messes of life, do we then choose to sing our songs of thanksgiving?  

     Finally, the Psalmist sings her praises for how God creates a nurturing, fruitful, lush home for us.  When we choose to follow the ways of Jesus, when choose to focus on the love of God and neighbor, when we choose to make our home the Kingdom of God what we discover is a beautiful place for our spirit to rest even when everything around us may seem chaotic or messy.  The Psalmist sings her thanksgiving for giving her spirit a home.  Do we follow her example?  Do we sing our own song of thanksgiving for God’s gift of a home?
     In Psalm 116 the Psalmist sings his song of thanksgiving for God’s gift of salvation.  The Psalmist has felt death knocking on his door.  He has felt ensnared by the ways of the world.  He has been caught up in the lies of the culture.  He has been stumbling around in the dark.  He has known blindness of the heart and the spirit.  As he turned back to God, he experienced God’s miraculous gift of salvation.  That same gift is available to us.  Will we seek it?  Will we awaken to our need and to God’s offer?  When we know God’s salvation will we sing our own song of thanksgiving or will we take God for granted?
Conclusion: We have a truly awesome God who is at work in us and around us all day, everyday.  Are we blind to God’s presence?  Do we ignore God’s call?  Do we take God for granted?  Friends let us awaken, let us shed the blinders, let us listen deeply so that we can respond to all of God’s work with our own songs of Thanksgiving.  Let us sing our gratitude to God.  Amen.

