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Well, good morning.  In case you have not met me yet, my name is Chris and I am the 

new pastor here at The First Mennonite, and this is actually my first official Sunday 

to preach fully in my new role.  It is not lost on me that the occasion for this is 

Thanksgiving.  In fact, that seems largely appropriate because Michele and I have 

much to be thankful for at this time in our lives. 

 

For example, last week, we held an installation service here at The First where I was 

commissioned and welcomed as the Pastor of this church; and it was a great 

occasion.  Linda Brnjas who has played a big part in my journey with the Mennonite 

Church of Eastern Canada spoke and facilitated my installation.  Some friends of 

ours from back in Cambridge came here to celebrate with us; and the food.  We had 

an amazing potluck lunch afterwards capped off by a cake that was so thoughtfully 

put together for us.  In case you missed it last week, it had a picture of R2-D2 on it 

along with the caption: Welcome Huttons – May the First be with you. 

 

This week, we moved into our new home in St Catharines.  We have a roof over our 

heads, and many people in this church have just been so incredible in welcoming us 

to our new church community.  God has blessed us with much in the last few 

months. 

 

Oh and of course I can’t forget something else to be thankful for (put on Blue Jays 

jersey) the Blue Jays in the playoffs for the first time in 22 years! 

 

It goes without saying that Thanksgiving is a common time in our culture where 

many of us regardless of our religion, or our outlook on life, take time to pause and 

consider what is there to be thankful for? 

 

It is a rhythm that happens in North America that we re-visit each and every year.  

However, we tend to avoid thankfulness in general, don’t we?  If we’re really honest 

with ourselves, we tend to avoid thankfulness, and we tend to focus on negativity. 

 

If you don’t believe me, try this out for a test, when was the last time you started 

your car, if you own one, and you said, Look at that.  My car started.  I am so thankful 

that I have this miracle of engineering which allows me to move at speeds of several 

kilometres an hour (maybe more than several kilometres an hour in some of our 

cases?) from one location to another with absolutely no physical exertion on my 

part.  Do you often do that? 

 

Now do you remember what you did the last time your car didn’t start?  We 

definitely remember that, don’t we?  We remember how it inconvenienced us; how 

angry it made us. 

 

We don’t generally tend to be thankful for what we have that goes right, but we can 

quickly jump to a place of negativity when something goes wrong. 

 



Dallas Willard, a popular Christian writer, describes several things he calls spiritual 

disciplines in his famous book “Spirit of the Disciplines.”  A spiritual discipline is a 

regular intentional practice or routine whose purpose is to exercise you spiritually.  

It’s like working out your spiritual muscles so you can stay spiritually healthy; and 

there are several spiritual disciplines that many Christians throughout history have 

practiced.  Dallas Willard suggests that one necessary spiritual discipline is 

thanksgiving, gratitude, or thankfulness.  Dallas suggests that thankfulness is 

actually something that we need to intentionally practice in order to stay spiritually 

healthy; and he refers to a couple of different verses to back up this thought: 

 

Phil. 4: 6 – 7  Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about everything. Tell God 

what you need, and thank him for all he has done. 7 Then you will experience God’s 

peace, which exceeds anything we can understand. His peace will guard your hearts 

and minds as you live in Christ Jesus. 

 

1 Thess. 5: 18 Be thankful in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you who 

belong to Christ Jesus. 

 

The apostle Paul regularly practices thankfulness in and amongst everything he 

encounters during the course of his ministry; as do the rest of the apostles.  Jesus 

himself regularly gives thanks to God when he’s with people, as he performs various 

miracles, and even on the night when he is eventually betrayed and crucified on a 

cross, he breaks bread with his followers and gives thanks. 

 

Do you ever feel weighed down by negativity?  When we let our minds circle around 

negativity, negativity tends to reinforce itself.  We can start to assume bad things 

from people.  We can start to anticipate that something bad is going to happen 

before it even happens. And this kind of thought can even become what we call self-

fulfilling.  That means I assume someone is going to say something mean, so I treat 

them as if they have already said the mean thing; which now makes them defensive 

towards me, why did Chris say that? And now they in fact say the mean thing 

because I am already treating them a particular way. 

 

Negativity can make us resentful, bitter, and it can lead us towards despair.  We can 

begin to think that there is no hope ahead.   

 

In this way, negativity becomes its own voice; telling who we are, and what we are 

worth, and what others are worth. 

 

Dallas Willard suggests that the practice of thankfulness disciplines us to see the 

light. It disciplines us to hear a different voice. It intentionally forces us out of 

revolving around negativity to see where light is actually taking place. 

 

The Scriptures teach us that there is hope.  That there is joy, and there is peace.  But 

sometimes we need to find a way to see it.  We need to find a way to hear it. And 



practicing thankfulness can be one of those ways to break out of our negativity and 

see where there is in fact hope, joy, and peace. 

 

The apostle John in his first letter in the New Testament says that “God is love, and 

all who live in love live in God, and God lives in them.” (1 John 4:16) 

 

The sound of God’s voice is love. 

 

Love is the rhythm of God’s Spirit, and when we allow negativity to rule us and tell 

us who we are, this can actually break our rhythm of living with God.  We may be 

unable to see what God is doing, or we may be unable to see where God is going. 

 

If God is love, then it makes sense that when we live outside of love, when we live in 

hate, it could be difficult to see God.  It could be difficult to live in him. 

 

Romans 12: 2 says:  Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed 

by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s 

will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will. 

 

Thankfulness is one of those disciplines that can help to break us out of negativity, 

renew our minds, and bring us back in rhythm with God’s Spirit.  It helps us to see 

something that is actually good in our lives.  It helps us to see where love is actually 

happening.  Then perhaps seeing that love and that light will bring us back in 

rhythm with God’s Spirit.  Perhaps seeing that love and light will help us to hear 

God’s voice again. 

 

Now that’s the pastoral way of looking at the benefits of thankfulness, but did you 

know that science says that there are benefits to thankfulness as well? 

 

In a study performed by the National Institutes of Health in the States, it was found 

that when blood flow was examined in the brains of test subjects, subjects who 

expressed and focused upon gratitude experienced higher levels of activity in the 

hypothalamus?  This is important because the hypothalamus is like your body’s 

control centre.  It regulates things like your nervous system, body temperature, 

hunger, and sleep.  Subjects who expressed and focused upon gratitude and 

thankfulness experienced improved sleep and decreased depression. 

 

They also found that feelings of gratitude activated areas of the brain associated 

with the neurotransmitter called dopamine.  This is important because dopamine 

acts like a trainer for your mind.  Dopamine feels good for your brain to get, and so 

whenever you do something that releases dopamine and makes your brain feel 

good, it will actually train your brain to do more of the same.  That felt good, so I’ll 

do it again. 

 

Apparently, our brains love to fall for something called the confirmation bias.  Our 

brains love to look for things that prove what they already believe to be true.  So 



whatever we train our brains to focus on, our brains will release dopamine to 

reinforce that belief.  If you train yourself in negativity, your brain will start to 

believe that negativity is the main thing to focus on and look out for.  But if we train 

our minds in thankfulness, our brain will actually start to look out for more things to 

be grateful for. 

 

Further studies by some fellows known as Robert Emmons and Michael McCullough 

showed that thankfulness also increases your happiness, trains your brain to 

continue to look for happiness, protects you from stress, reduces materialism ( as 

you feel less inclined to buy things in order to generate thankfulness), makes you 

more socially intelligent, leads to better relationships, and strengthens your ability 

to make decisions. 

 

These scientists would conclude that thankfulness actually renews your mind.  

Thankfulness can actually reshape your neural pathways.  It transforms your mind 

into a healthier version of itself. 

 

Now don’t get me wrong.  I know that sometimes it is very difficult to be thankful.  

Thanksgiving can also be a very difficult time for us.  We can feel lonely.  We feel the 

absence of people who we love and care for.  This will actually be my first 

Thanksgiving without my mother who passed away earlier this year.  I know that 

pain too. 

 

Thankfulness doesn’t ignore pain.  Thankfulness doesn’t try to avoid pain and 

pretend that it doesn’t exist.  

 

Robert Emmons says that thankfulness “doesn’t mean that life is perfect; it doesn’t 

ignore complaints, burdens, and hassles. But when we look at life as a whole, 

gratitude encourages us to identify some amount of goodness in our life. “ 

 

 Thankfulness arises out of our suffering.  It is because we have suffered that we can 

learn what to be thankful for.  Psalm 100 that we read earlier in the service was part 

of the Thanksgiving offering at the Temple in Jerusalem, and it’s intention is to thank 

God for having been saved from dangers that were faced every day. 

 

Thankfulness reminds us that we will experience loss, negativity, and suffering, but 

we must never be ruled by loss, negativity, and suffering. 

 

We are thankful because we have experienced pain, and we now yearn for hope, joy, 

and peace.  We wish to find hope, joy, and peace.  

 

My family has a practice around the dinner table.  Before we eat, we hold hands with 

one another, and then we each share one thing that we are thankful for that day.  

Now, in our house that ranges from being thankful for a friend to being thankful for 

Minecraft, ice cream, Star Wars, cats.  But then we pray and thank God for our loved 

ones and the food that we are about to enjoy. 



 

This is one of the ways that our family attempts to practice thankfulness as a way of 

living in rhythm with God.  But there are many other ways you can practice 

gratitude and thankfulness:  

 

Writing thankyou notes to people 

 

Expressing one item of thankfulness to someone each day 

 

Writing a gratitude journal where you keep a page each day for items that you are 

thankful for. 

 

Maybe you’re here today, and you haven’t really taken a lot of time to think about 

thankfulness before.  What would it look like for you to begin practicing 

thankfulness?  What might help you to start practicing thankfulness today? 

 

Maybe you’re here today, and it’s been a really difficult week.  Maybe you’re going 

through something heartwrenchingly difficult.  Is there one thing, even one tiny 

thing, that you’ve received in and amongst that? 

 

Maybe you’re here today, and you feel that you have much to be thankful for.  Is 

there someone you know who could use a blessing?  Is there someone you know 

who seems to be going through a lot of negativity right now, and you could bless 

them with something to be thankful for? 

 

What would we look like as a church and what would we see as a church, if we 

regularly practiced thankfulness seeking to live in rhythm with the spirit of love that 

is our God? 

 

Well we’re actually going to give you a little time of reflection right now as perhaps a 

way to jumpstart gratitude for us this Thanksgiving. 

 

Katie is going to play some music for us, and you’ll see that there are some candles 

here upon the altar at the front of the sanctuary.  If you have something that you are 

thankful for, we invite you to come forward while the music is playing and simply 

light a candle, and then return to your seat. That’s it.  And when we are done, I’ll 

come back to the front and pray.   May we use this time right now to reflect and 

remember what we are thankful for this Thanksgiving. 

 

Well, look at that.  Those are a lot of lights.  May these candles be a symbol for all of 

us of the light of God that is out there in our world; that does bring hope, joy, and 

peace.  And may these lights serve as a beacon for us when days get dark. 


