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11.23.2022 Thanksgiving Eve                                 Pastor Timothy McKenzie 

Deuteronomy 23:1-6; Psalm 100; Philippians 4:4-9; John 6:25-35 

“The food that endures for eternal life” 

Grace to you, and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen.   

   A blessed Thanksgiving to you. It is often said the way to navigate holiday gatherings is by 

avoiding religion and politics. I have been thinking about this as I have revisited George 

Washington and Abraham Lincoln’s Thanksgiving proclamations of 1789 and 1863. Both 

Washington and Lincoln seemed completely unconcerned about avoiding these two topics; rather, 

they made giving thanks to God central to the public good of the nation and its government in 

declaring a national day of thanksgiving and prayer. 

  On October 3, 1789, President George Washington issued a proclamation as requested by both 

houses of Congress, recommending, “a day of public thanksgiving and prayer to be observed by 

acknowledging with grateful hearts the many signal favors of Almighty God.” Washington 

continued asking,  

we may then unite in most humbly offering our prayers and supplications to the great Lord 

and Ruler of Nations and beseech him to pardon our national and other transgressions – to 

enable us all, whether in public or private stations, to perform our several and relative duties 

properly and punctually – to render our national government a blessing to all the people. 

Washington made no mention of turkey, cranberries or pumpkin pie; rather, he clearly voiced his 

hope for a day of national thanksgiving, prayer and pardon for “our national and other 

transgressions.” 

  On October 3, 1863, in the midst of the Civil War, then President Abraham Lincoln, also 

published a proclamation for a day of thanksgiving. Lincoln wrote, 

I do therefore invite my fellow citizens…to set apart and observe the last Thursday of 

November next, as a day of Thanksgiving and Praise to our beneficent Father who dwelleth 

in the Heavens. And I recommend…they do also, with humble penitence for our national 

perverseness and disobedience, commend to His tender care all those who have become 

widows, orphans, mourners or sufferers in the lamentable civil strife. 

Washington and Lincoln’s vision of a day of national thanksgiving included three things of 

significance: Praise to God for all of God’s gifts, asking God for pardon and forgiveness, and the 

care of those who suffer. Prayer, penitence, and the care of the weak – these are the spirit of 
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Thanksgiving. 

Though we live in a vastly different age than Washington and Lincoln, the idea of a day to focus 

national religious and political life through the lens of prayer, penitence and care of the weak 

reflects the timelessness of faith in God. It also reflects a public vision for religion and politics, that 

together, people of all faiths might work for the good of this nation and this world.  

It’s funny how eating, drinking and perhaps watching football have become the center of this 

national observance rather than prayer, penitence and service to others. One could do worse on 

Thanksgiving than to pause to read Washington and Lincoln’s proclamations. They remind us that 

we, too, have much to thankful for, and that we continue to be in need of penitence and pardon, for 

many in our world suffer poverty, discrimination and injustice. Lincoln’s words referring to the 

Civil War as “lamentable civil strife,” reminds us that, lamentably even today, our nation continues 

to suffer civil strife in many areas of public life.  

  Today’s reading from Deuteronomy encouraged to Israel to offer thanksgiving to a God who 

heard their cry in slavery in Egypt, freeing them to live in a land of milk and honey. Offering 

thanksgiving to God was linked not only to offering thanks for the harvest, it was linked to the end 

of slavery and new freedom for Israel. 

As we pause for the Thanksgiving holiday, we pause to give thanks for all of God’s gracious 

gifts, while also remembering that many in our community continue to suffer poverty, 

discrimination and injustice. The cornucopia decorating the chancel step this evening is a symbolic 

reminder of the abundance of God’s creation for all people, the natural abundance of this land, and 

of our need to offer the first fruits of our lives to God.  

  Washington and Lincoln’s proclamations also expressed the faith of Paul’s words, “The Lord is 

near,” for they trusted that God would forgive and lead the nation and its people to live for others. 

Washington and Lincoln had a profound sense that God was near to them, to the people of this 

nation, and to the people all nations. 

  The gospel reading for today begins after the feeding of the five thousand. After eating their fill 

of barley loaves and fish, the crowds came looking for Jesus. John tells us that because they wanted 

to make him king, Jesus withdrew to a mountain by himself. Yet the crowds did not give up, they 

finally caught up with Jesus as today’s reading begins. Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, 

you are looking for me, not because you saw signs, but because you ate your fill of the loaves. Do 

not work for the food that perishes, but for the food that endures for eternal life, which the Son of 
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Man will give you.” On a holiday when we seem to spend most of our time either preparing food or 

eating it, Jesus’ words are thought provoking: “Do not work for the food that perishes, but for the 

food that endures for eternal life.”  

  At about 6 or 7 pm on Thanksgiving evening, many of us will return to the refrigerator for a plate 

of leftovers – perhaps more stuffing and gravy, or a sandwich made with turkey and cranberry 

sauce. Yet, we will be hungry again in the morning. Jesus’ message about working for food that 

endures for eternal life is a helpful counterpoint to our annual holiday eating binge that seems to last 

from the end of October through December. 

  Tomorrow, as you gather with family and friends, remember the origins of this national 

observance of prayer, penitence and care for the weak. Both Washington and Lincoln saw with 

clarity that it is in giving thanks and in asking for forgiveness that we see the world more clearly. 

We see the world’s suffering; we see our neighbor in need; and we see ways that we might help. 

Prayer, pardon, and the care of the weak – these are the spirit of Thanksgiving. 

In a few minutes, we will celebrate the Lord’s Supper. Jesus took a meal and a table and gave 

them new meaning. The Lord’s table is a place of both thanksgiving and a place of forgiveness. It is 

the place from which we are sent in service to care for the weak and the suffering of this world.  

  As you observe Thanksgiving, remember that you will grow hungry again tomorrow.  

Work for the food that endures for eternal life, and use this life to serve your neighbor in need. 

Amen. 

 


