Pray Always With Thanksgiving – Oh really?
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Pray. This time last year we were in the middle of the Growing Our Church
course. One of the major outcomes of that course, as I’ve mentioned before,
is that people wanted to learn more about prayer. Since then I’ve discovered
a book on Nicky-Sue’s bookshelf called ‘Preaching on Prayer’ by Monica
Ditmas. She was once Warden of the Portsmouth Diocesan Retreat House,
when we had one. It’s available via easyfundraising, through ABE books,
Amazon and Ebay and contains some real gems which I hope we can share
over the coming months – or you could get ahead of us by reading it
yourselves!
I wonder how you pray? Do you let others pray for you? Is prayer for you
subconscious – a vague hope that things might get better? Goodness knows
we’ve got lots going on in our world and our nation right now that need to get
better! Are your prayers a shopping-list of things you want to happen and you
might as well ask God to do something about them, in case he’s listening? Or
perhaps your prayers are well-formed requests, an ever-flowing conversation
with God. However you pray, I suspect there’s room to improve and our
gospel reading tells us even the disciples recognised their need for
improvement, and they were Jewish men, used to praying! Monica’s book
gives hints on how to.
One of the ways I need to improve, one area I’ve been challenged in recently
is from Philippians, which is why I chose it for tonight. St Paul enjoins us to
rejoice always; not to be anxious, but rather in everything by prayer and
petition with thanksgiving to let our requests be made known to God. It’s that
little word “thanksgiving” that’s been giving me trouble… I can get anxious
very easily about the huge amount of things we need to do just to keep things
on the road – things in church, things at home and things in the wider world.
There seems to be precious little time for ourselves, let alone to do what we
believe God is calling us to do, in growing our church and our own spiritual
lives.
There seems so much to be anxious about, so many things to do and little
enough time some days to actually pray, let alone with thanksgiving! How
practical is it to rejoice in the Lord always, to present our prayers with
thanksgiving? Monica has a whole Chapter on this – it comes next after the
opening Chapter on Praise and Adoration so she obviously thinks it’s pretty
vital!

She opens by noting how we’re taught to be thankful as children – we’re to
say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ as the compulsory response, depending on
whether we’re being offered something or have just been given something.
The basic lesson we have to learn as children, regardless of whether we want
what’s being offered or not, is that being thankful has something basic to do
with the preservation of relationships. Thankfulness is important not just
because it’s polite but because it’s fundamentally necessary to our humanity.
It’s not just children that have to do this: I watch parents after Messy Church
having to pick up their offspring’s crafts with great expressions of
thankfulness and praise regardless of how beautiful or not the object. The
parents show their love for the child thereby – thankfulness is important in
love too!
The prayer of thankfulness has the same significance. It affirms our desire to
remain in, and deepen, our relationship of love with God, never taking him for
granted. Monica quotes the story of the ten lepers healed by Jesus. Only one
returned to say ‘thank you’, and he was a foreign Samaritan. The nine took
their healing for granted but, she notes, were healed just the same. So what
did they miss, if anything, by not returning with thankfulness? Well, a great
deal. The one who did return received a special blessing from Jesus, a face-toface encounter with him that would have turned his healing experience into a
completely different order of event than the other nine experienced. Yet how
often do we join ourselves with the nine? What do WE miss thereby?
There is another important element of thanksgiving: it preserves our
perspectives. In thanking God for what he gives us and who he has made us,
we are kept from presumption and self-righteousness. Remember the story
Jesus told of the two men who went to pray in the Temple, one a Pharisee,
the other a ‘sinner’. Even though the Pharisee was thanking God, it was all
self-congratulatory, self-focussed. He’d forgotten that everything he had and
was came from God in the first place. We need preserving from this selfcentredness because true thankfulness is about the other person, not about
us. That’s why being thankful to God is so important; it puts our focus back on
him and not on us.
But what about those times when it’s really hard, if not impossible, to be truly
thankful? How do we deal with tragedy, failure, humiliation or loss, be it
personal or not? What about when a loved one dies? Are we to be thankful
for such bad things? Aren’t the eternally optimistic folk the ones you want to
throttle most when you’re in really dark places? Do be assured that God does

not want us to be unrealistic about our feelings and emotions – he made us as
emotional beings in the first place! But there may be things that you can be
thankful for. One woman, whose husband had just died, was in turmoil.
Some, who had read the passage about being thankful for all things at all
times, urged her to give thanks that her husband had died. This was clearly
hugely insensitive and unrealistic.
Also I don’t believe God likes death; he calls it ‘our last enemy’. So why would
he want us to be thankful for the separation it causes between us and our
loved ones? It disrupts the very relationships that thankfulness is meant to
deepen. Yet when this woman was asked if there was anything in the
situation that she could give thanks for she was able to affirm her gratitude
that her husband was no longer suffering, for the support received from her
family and friends, for occasional moments of awareness of God’s presence.
Once she understood that God wouldn’t ask anyone to thank him when a
loved one died, a weight lifted from her. She could begin to thank God for her
husband’s life, rather than his death, and thereby committed her life more
deeply into God’s care. I’ve seen more than one in this church say that it’s
their faith that gets them through such times, and that’s reason for great
thanksgiving in itself. God is faithful to us, whatever our circumstances. Even
death can’t get in the way of that – thank God!
So, to conclude. At the end of the day, the only way to learn more about
something is to do something about it. So it is with the prayer of
thankfulness.
Thankfulness, the attitude of gratitude, needs to be learned, like a child:
maybe joining or setting up a prayer triplet will help you learn about this.
Because thankfulness is not just being polite; it’s fundamental to our
humanity, our relationships, and it has to do with love. It’s necessary for our
faith. It focusses us on the other person, and active thankfulness to God
improves our focus on him. Finally, thankfulness is a powerful way to help us
through the darkest times.
So the next time you hear me grumbling about anything – remind me of this.
And I’ll try to do the same for you. Let’s learn thankfulness in prayer
together! Oh, and get Monica’s book too. AMEN.

