Interfaith Thanksgiving Service - Nov. 21, 2010
I love Thanksgiving because it is one of the few holidays in our culture that has not become commercialized.  On Thanksgiving, we do not go shopping.  We do not give or receive expensive gifts.  We simply gather in the intimacy of our homes to express gratitude for the blessings in our lives.  On this day we remember to be grateful for the abundance we so often take for granted – the blessing of food and drink, warmth and shelter, and the presence of family and friends with whom we share our lives.
The danger, however, of having a day of thanksgiving is that we tend to forget to be grateful the rest of the time.  Our real challenge is how to maintain a sense of gratitude during the other 364 days of year.  An ancient Jewish tradition established the principle that Jews should say 100 blessings every day.  It sounds absurd – 100 blessings everyday?!  How would we have time to do anything else?  And the truth is that most of us don't even come close to fulfilling this ideal.  But the idea of it points us in the right direction, reminding us that our goal is to be in a constant state of awe and gratitude.  
The ancient rabbis of the first Century said that “whoever enjoys the pleasures of this world without reciting a blessing is like a thief.”  Thus, we have a variety of blessings for different kinds of food – for bread and wine, for fruits that grow on trees, and things that grow out of the ground.  We say a special blessing when we see lightning or a rainbow, a mountain, an ocean, or a beautiful tree in bloom.  There is a blessing when you see a friend you haven’t seen in a long time, and a blessing when you meet a great scholar.
Traditionally, the first thing Jews do upon waking in the morning is to thank God for restoring our souls.  It is our way of noticing and expressing gratitude for the incredible gift of another day of life.  Each morning, we also recite blessings of gratitude for the ability to see, to sit up, to stretch our muscles, to stand on solid ground and for the gift of clothing – shoes, belts, and hats.  We then thank God for making us in God's image with the ability to love, to act justly, to be compassionate and generous; and for the gift of being born in freedom with control over our own lives.  Freedom and control over our lives are rights we often take for granted in the United States of America in the 21st century, but they are precious gifts that are still denied to too many people in this world.
People sometimes ask me why I pray every morning, and I invariably answer that I pray so that I can remember to start each day with gratitude.  What I am seeking is a way to maintain wonder.  It is an ongoing challenge.  Often my mind wanders to all the things I need to do that day.  I am impatient to finish praying, so I can get on with my work.  But still, the blessings are there to draw my attention to the everyday miracles that fill my life. 

One of my favorite poets is Mary Oliver.  I love her poems because she often expresses appreciation for the simple, everyday wonder of life.  I would like to read a poem called Mindful from her collection Why I Wake Early. 

Every day
I see or hear
something
that more or less
 

kills me
with delight,
that leaves me
like a needle
 

in the haystack
of light.
It was what I was born for -
to look, to listen,
 

to lose myself
inside this soft world -
to instruct myself
over and over
 

in joy,
and acclamation.
Nor am I talking
about the exceptional,
 

the fearful, the dreadful,
the very extravagant - 
but of the ordinary,
the common, the very drab,
 

the daily presentations.
Oh, good scholar,
I say to myself,
how can you help
 

but grow wise
with such teachings
as these -
the untrimmable light
 

of the world,
the ocean's shine,
the prayers that are made
out of grass?
 

At every Jewish service, we recite a prayer that for me expresses a similar idea.  The prayer is called Modim Anachnu Lach – We gratefully acknowledge You.  We began our service this evening with an interpretive version of the prayer, but I also wanted to share a direct translation.  
God, we thank You and sing Your praises for our lives, which are in your hand; for our souls, which are in Your keeping; for the signs of Your presence we encounter every day; and for Your wondrous gifts at all times, morning, noon, and night.  You are goodness: your mercies never end; You are compassion: Your love will never fail.  You have always been our hope.
Perhaps it is not humanly possible to maintain a sense of gratitude and wonder at every moment, but when we sit down to enjoy our feast of thanksgiving on Thursday, may we pledge ourselves to try to carry our feelings of gratitude forward into the rest of the year. When we wake each morning, before we get caught up in the busy-ness and stress of our lives, may we strive at least for a moment to notice the preciousness of the life we have been given, even with all of its ups and downs, joys and sorrows. May we remember to notice the magnificence of the world we live in and, in noticing, commit ourselves to protect its beauty and majesty.  May we learn to share our blessings with others and to nurture and care for all the people of the earth.
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