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Feeling Aweful—October 16, 2016 
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For Reflection:   "The thing to do, it seems to me, is to prepare yourself so you can be a rainbow in 
somebody else's cloud. Somebody who may not look like you. May not call God the same name you call 
God - if they call God at all. I may not dance your dances or speak your language. But be a blessing to 
somebody. "  Maya Angelou 
 
Hebrew Scripture:  Psalm 100:3-5  
Know that the Lord is God— he made us; we belong to him.  We are his people, the sheep of his own 
pasture.  Enter his gates with thanks; enter his courtyards with praise!  Thank him! Bless his name! 
Because the Lord is good, his loyal love lasts forever; his faithfulness lasts generation after generation. 
 
Epistle Reading:  1 Peter 4:9-11 
Open your homes to each other without complaining.  And serve each other according to the gift each 
person has received, as good managers of God’s diverse gifts.  Whoever speaks should do so as those 
who speak God’s word. Whoever serves should do so from the strength that God furnishes. Do this so 
that in everything God may be honored through Jesus Christ. To him be honor and power forever and 
always. Amen. 
 
Sermon:   Feeling Aweful  

"Feeling Aweful".  Spellcheck wants to change the spelling, but our sermon title harkens back to 
the early meaning of the word and the one most frequently used in Scripture.  Not to feel sick – but to 
be filled with awe, with wonder at something outside ourselves, something that gives us a sense of our 
place in the universe and perspective on our role and power .   While you may have guessed that the 
sermon title was inspired by an article in last Sunday's paper, the sermon itself has been building for 
quite some time.   

Last year, I spoke with the Stewardship Committee about offering a "Gratitude Sunday" the 
week before "Stewardship Dedication Sunday."    The idea is based on our theology which says that we 
make offerings and serve, not out of guilt or fear, but out of gratitude for all that we have received.  If 
we are to honestly consider what we offer to God's service, we must first thoughtfully and prayerfully 
remember all that we have received, for as Eckhart Tolle wrote "It is through gratitude for the present 
moment that the spiritual dimension of life opens up."   

Just like awe (and awe and gratitude are related in more ways than one), gratitude does not 
come naturally.  It is learned –not inborn.  We learn it by watching people express thanks – the outward 
expression of the inward feeling of gratitude.   Our children and grandchildren will learn it from us by 
seeing our practices of appreciation, worship, thanksgiving and offering.  

Nor is gratitude a feeling that can be evoked on command.    One can't just say, "Be grateful" 
and people are grateful.  Ask any parent who has ever uttered the words, "You should be grateful that 
you…", if the instruction ever evoked more than eye-rolling.    

A preacher can't just say, "Be grateful" and face a people overwhelmed with gratitude.   In my 
professional circles, it is often commented that ours is an exceedingly difficult country and era in which 
to preach gratitude – a country where we pride ourselves on being self-made; when we historically have 
been a nation whose legacy is that people can make anything of themselves here; where we have really 
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lost a sense of on whose shoulders we stand; of whose choices, sacrifices and resources made possible 
what we do.   For that reason, as I scanned the prayer cards posted on the bulletin board, I was 
pleasantly surprised to see that one person gave thanks for their job and one person gave thanks for 
their education.  I was not terribly surprised that more didn't do so, even in today's economy and with 
the spiraling cost of education with its declining quality in many places.  If we have forgotten all that we 
have received because of the access we have to resources others made available to us, G. K. Chesterton 
would remind us that "When it comes to life the critical thing is whether you take things for granted or 
take them with gratitude."  

No.  Gratitude isn't a natural thing and it isn't a thinking thing.  It is an attitude that comes 
through spiritual practice and attention to our world.   And it's not an easy thing.  It takes discipline and 
practice.  No one here needs me to tell them that.   For the past six weeks, we have been invited to 
reflect on those specific things for which we personally are thankful.  I didn't expect it would be the 
challenge it turned out to be.  I expected that people's private reflections would expand when not 
bound by the limits of my imagination.  Yet, after the big two, family in all its forms, and health, we 
struggled.   People commented, "I couldn't think of something new"; the number of prayers placed in 
the offering plates has declined over the weeks; and one person was overheard telling a greeter they 
didn't need the prayer card anymore.  Gratitude is a hard attitude to achieve and maintain – it takes 
practice and more practice.   

But it is practice that bears fruit for rich and full lives.  Acknowledging that we have received 
much does not denigrate our own achievements and need not lessen our sense of accomplishment 
about how we have responsibly used what we have received.  Rather, gratitude can help us keep our 
lives in perspective; it can serve to reassure us that we are not alone; and that all does not depend on 
us.  There is an ancient proverb (not from our scriptures) which says, "When you are grateful, fear 
disappears and abundance appears."  Gratitude can serve the very practical purpose of lowering our 
stress levels and reducing our anxieties.   

 If we struggled as individuals, I was struck by the fact that as a community, even accounting for 
many common sources of gratitude, we did span the breadth and height and depth of life in identifying 
things for which we were thankful.  In a moment I am going to invite us to a time of communal prayer as 
I name those things for which someone among us is grateful, that we might lift them to God in prayer as 
one body.  In prayer, we bind ourselves anew to one another and to God.  In the sharing of our thanks, 
we may discover our own awareness more finely tuned to all the bounty of our lives.   Then it may be for 
us as Henri Nouwen wrote: "Perhaps nothing helps us make the movement from our little selves to a 
larger world than remembering God in gratitude. Such a perspective puts God in view in all of life, not 
just in the moments we set aside for worship or spiritual disciplines. Not just in the moments when life 
seems easy.”  

Let us pray:  Ever-living, ever-giving God:  Hear us now as we offer up the thanks of our brothers 
and sisters in faith, making their thanks our own. 

Wonderful boss.   Caring co-workers.  Strength.   Retirement.   Spending time in my favorite 
place on earth.  My husband.  Church family.  I'm old.  Clear air. Autumn leaves.  Time.   Warm weather.  
My friend brought me to church today.  Music.  My children.  Freedom.  Our church.   Beauty in this time 
of year.  Travel mercies.  Flexible job that allows me to participate in rearing my kids.  My dogs.  Living in 
this beautiful area.  A congregation that goes into the world.  My wife –every day.  Apologizing and 
forgiveness.   Fall weather.   The love of God.  To be an integral part of a family with whom I have no 
blood relation.   We are provided for.  Mankind's progress in medicine.  Hymn sing.    Education.  
Mountains.   Reconnecting with friends.  The healing power of God.   Medical care.  Wonderful 
neighbors.   Sunshine.  Faithfulness.  Celebrating a life at the time of death.   A wedding.  The circle of 
life.   Music that soothes my worries.   My return to worship.   The strength of people to make difficult 
decisions.   Weeks of relaxation.  Fire and rescue services.  A wonderful husband.  People's 
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understanding.  God's presence in the world.   Women leaders and mentors.  Teachers who help kids 
learn.  My nephew with cancer feels a bit better today.  Acupuncture.  Help with my airplane.   My 
employment.  Friends, old and new.   Love and marriage.  Changes in the light.  Having known Dick Lang.  
Health.  Love of my children.  Grandkids.  Rain.  Visits from friends.   Our community.  Senses that allow 
me to perceive beauty.  Moving to a new home.  Being safe with God.  Safe return of my family.  
 Accept our thanksgiving, Lord, for all these things and more.  Amen. 

 
As we go forth this week, with our own thanks and that of the community on our lips and in our 

minds, may our practice of gratitude be strengthened and enhanced for our sakes and the sake of the 
world.  Realizing that we are rich in things which have cost us no money, as we anticipate making our 
financial commitments to Christ's service in this place, commitment, "Let us remember that, as much 
has been given us, much will be expected from us, and that true homage comes from the heart as well 
as from the lips, and shows itself in deeds."  Teddy Roosevelt's words are as true today as they were 
when he first uttered them. 

 

 

 

 

 


