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Ephesians 5:15-20

	It was about 25 years ago – but I still haven’t forgotten Lori Bennett.    She was a member of the youth group and we were on a backpacking trip in the Pecos Wilderness Area of New Mexico – and probably she shouldn’t have been there.   She whined for almost the entire week.  
	The second day out we were hiking up the Pecos River, which wasn’t very strenuous, and Lori began to whine at me, “Larry, I’m hot make it rain.”   And then it rained and she whined some more, “Larry, I’m cold make it stop raining.”   There was nothing about the trip that went well for her.   She whined the entire time.  Finally a couple of the boys took her aside and had a talk.  They told her that if she didn’t shut up they were going to strip her naked, tie her to a tree, cover her with honey and leave her for the bears.  And I think they were serious.   I’m pretty sure that she thought they were serious, at least she did stop whining – for a while.  
	The really funny thing about Lori’s whining is that while we were on the same trip, we were on a different trip.    I was having a great time.   Except for the occasional rain shower the weather was beautiful.    We were in the midst of majestic mountains.   One day at sunset we watched as a herd of elk came out to feed in the meadow just below us.    I was having a great time and Lori spent the entire time whining and complaining.    The whole experience reminded me of the old saying, “Life is what you make it.”    
	Of course I can whine.  I can whine about my investments.  I can whine about my health.  I can whine about the weather.  I can whine about how much I have to do – or I can whine about being bored.  I can whine about politics.  I can whine about what things cost.  I can whine about how often my children phone.   Oh yes, I can whine.   My suspicion is that we can all whine.  We can all whine about the things in life that aren’t the way we wish they were.  We can all whine about the things that we don’t think are fair.  We can all whine – and we all know people who have made whining and complaining a lifestyle.  
	It’s at that point that you need to let me to take a small side trip with that idea.   The Psalms are filled with complaining.  For instance in the 130th Psalm the author write, “Out of the depths I cry to you, O Lord.  Lord hear my voice!  Let your ears be attentive to the voice of my supplications!”   As happens in many of the Psalms, the author is complaining – whining – and asking God to make life better.   And there are times in life when it would be wrong to do anything else.    There are times in life when the only honest prayer that we can pray is a prayer of whining.  There are times in life when all we can do is express our unhappiness to God and ask for God’s help.  
	But the fact is that whining and complaining shouldn’t be a lifestyle – instead the Bible encourages you and I to always be grateful in every situation.  Think about it.  In the passage this morning we are directed to always be ‘giving thanks to God the Father at all times and for everything.”   In Philippians we’re told, “In everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. “  In 1st Thessalonians we find, “”Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.”  
And you understand why that is.   About ten years ago I made my first mission trip to Jamaica and was forced to live in the midst of a grinding poverty that I heard about but had never seen – had never been forced to deal with.  These people had so little and they had no hope of their lives ever being any better.   I remember one of the men that we hired to work with us, named Clifton, was a squatter at the dump where he had built a little shack.  And whenever he left his shack he had to tie a chain around the shack and lock the chain to a post for fear that while he was gone someone would steal his house.   
	And there was the lady I met on the porch of the clinic.  She looked like she was 500 years old and walked like she had terrible arthritis.   But she had gotten there late too late.  Already there was more than 100 people waiting in line ahead of her to see the doctor and I explained that there was no way she was getting in that day.    Hearing that she reared up and explained to me in no uncertain terms that she lived up in the mountains.  She had gotten up and 4.   Rented a car and driver and driven for more than 2 hours to get to the clinic and there was no way that she was going home without seeing a doctor.  And she did.  
	I came home from that trip having made a firm commitment.   As bad or difficult as my life might be, I’ve got no right to complain.   Compared to most of the people of world – a few of whom I’ve met – I’ve got nothing to complain about.   Even on my worst days, I’ve got no right to complain.   
	Of course no one would want to hear my complaining.   Whose complaining do you want to listen to?    Whose whining do you want to listen to?   Who wants to listen to yours?   Thankfulness is so much easier to hear.  Thankfulness makes us so much easier to be around.  

	But my suspicion is that the Bible’s instructions to “be thankful in every situation” – “to give thanks in all circumstances” – to “Praise the Lord at all times” is about more than being more pleasant to be around or to appreciate what we have.   I believe that being thankful allows us to open our eyes to the goodness of life; to the presence of God; and to the work of God in our midst.   I believe that being thankful allows us to open our eyes to what we’d miss otherwise.  
	The few weeks ago I was listening to a radio interview with Woody Allen who shared his philosophy of life, “Life is filled with pain and suffering and it’s over way too soon.”   I decided that despite his fame and fortune that I felt sorry for Woody.   That isn’t how I see life.  
	That isn’t how I see life in part because at times I can be thankful.   At times I have the good sense to be thankful for all that I have and all that I do.   And when I can do that – then I can see what I’d miss otherwise.     I believe that God is ever-present in the world.  Indeed I believe that the world and everything in the world is the result of God’s power and presence.   And I believe that God is always working in the world – nudging.  I don’t believe for a second that God is a puppeteer making everything happen according to some great plan.  But I believe that God is always in the world nudging – allowing new thoughts to be born – bringing healing when people ask – nudging strangers into a relationship – creating new opportunities to share love – giving strength and wisdom when asked.   And because God is love, I believe that while life involves suffering for us all – it is still filled with richness and goodness.  
And I believe in the miraculous.  I believe that sometimes God does the unexpected; does wonderful things; that are wonderful and fill me with awe.  And I believe that we can miss it all unless we are thankful.   I believe that as long as we keep our eyes on what we don’t have, on what isn’t right, on what God hasn’t done, that we miss God in the present.  I believe that thankfulness opens our eyes to the presence and work of God.  
	As I have explained to you, in the last year the world has changed a lot.  One of the things that has happened is that the large conservative churches have decided to get serious about doing things that physically help people.  They’ve begun to open food pantries.   One of the real surprises for me has been the Luis Palau organization which has been famous for decades for putting on evangelistic crusades.  Well they have changed their tune and have begun helping churches to work together and to find ways to do tangible things to help people – like partner with a public school and paint the classrooms.   I think of that as a major shift.   That is not something that I thought would happen in my lifetime.  And now, on October 10, a bunch of churches, including ours are going to put on the Beaverton Compassion Clinic which will offer free medical and dental care to all comers as well as access to a veritable plethora of social services.   
	And now I’ve got a decision to make.  I could decide to be resentful and whine about this.  After all, the conservative churches are finally getting around to helping with the things that we’ve been trying to get them to help with for decades.   And they don’t want learn from us.  They don’t understand that we’ve been doing this stuff for decades and may have learned some things along the way.  One of my options is to be resentful.   But I realize that if I become thankful for their finally wanting to make a difference in the world then I have to deal with the possibility that God has been at work in the church in dramatic ways.   Thankfulness makes the difference. 
	As I was writing this sermon a representative from the phone company called.  I hate those interruptions.   When I’m writing a sermon I have to be able to focus on the sermon and I could only view this interruption as a pain in the neck.   I didn’t want to talk to her.	But then the old adage came into my mind – that interruptions are the point – that interruptions may well be God-given opportunities to share love.    And so I found myself being thankful for this interruption and I tried my best to being loving with her.   Thankfulness made the difference.  
	I hate stop lights, in fact I hate traffic.  I guess I was spoiled by all those years that I lived in the middle of nowhere.  I want to get in my car and go – stop lights are not in my plan.  And I could spend my time at stop lights being frustrated and angry – but thankfulness can change all that.  What if I take that moment while I’m stopped to give thanks for the beautiful day and even for the privilege of having a car that can be stopped by a traffic signal?   After all only the richest 5% of the world have a car.   Thankfulness changes me and makes me aware of the larger world.    Thankfulness changes things.  
	I know of a spiritual formation group in Oklahoma that for years has begun every meeting with 5 minutes of gratitude.  For 5 minutes they all write down the things for which they are thankful.   And that they tell me changes everything.    For 5 minutes they write down all the things for which they are thankful, the things that are good; that are hopeful.   And no matter what mood they had when they entered the room, they feel better.    That’s because being thankful changes our perspective and allows us to see that while everyone can whine and complain, in all of our lives there is so much good, so many opportunities to share love.   
I believe that being thankful can make a difference.  I believe that if you and I choose to be thankful – to be consciously thankful for all that we have; for all that we can do; for the opportunities that we have; then we can see a different world and we can live in a different world that is full of God.  
	
	The problem is that thankfulness and gratitude are not natural – at least not for all of us.   For most of us being thankful will require work and discipline.   I believe that as Christians we ought to practice the discipline of thankfulness – intentionally being thankful for the good things in life and for the goodness of life.   I believe that you and I need to decide that when possible we’re going to offer thanks to God so that we can be open to God’s presence and power.   I believe that we need to often make a list of the things for which we are thankful and offer God thanks for all of it.   
	So here’s my challenge to you.   First we’re going to take a few moment s to allow you to take that little sheet of paper we’ve provided you and make a list of the things for which you are thankful.   Second, my challenge to you is to make the list somehow every day.   Everyday mentally, or on paper, or even on your computer, take the time to make a list of the things for which you are thankful.   And then give thanks to God who is present and always active in the world.    
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