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For the Lord your God is bringing you into a good land,  

a land with flowing streams, with springs and underground 

waters welling up in valleys and hills, a land of wheat and 

barley, of vines and fig trees and pomegranates, a land of olive 

trees and honey, a land where you may eat bread without 

scarcity, where you will lack nothing, a land whose stones are 

iron and from whose hills you may mine copper.   

You shall eat your fill and bless the Lord your God for the 

good land God has given you.  Take care that you do not forget 

the Lord your God, by failing to keep God’s commandments, 

ordinances, and statutes, which I am commanding you today.   

When you have eaten your fill and have built fine houses 

and live in them, and when your herds and flocks have 

multiplied, and your silver and gold is multiplied, and all that 

you have is multiplied, then do not exalt yourself, forgetting the 

Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of 

the house of slavery, who led you through the great and terrible 

wilderness, an arid wasteland with poisonous snakes and 

scorpions.   

God made water flow for you from flint rock, and fed you in 

the wilderness with manna that your ancestors did not know, to 

humble you and to test you, and in the end to do you good.   

Do not say to yourself, “My power and the might of my 

own hand have gotten me this wealth.”   

But remember the Lord your God, for God is the one who 

gives you power to get wealth, so as to confirm the covenant 

sworn to your ancestors, as God is doing today.  

                                                            - Deuteronomy 8:7-18 

 

 On the day after Thanksgiving a shopper at the mall feels 

like she needs a break.  She buys a little package of cookies and 

puts them in her shopping bag.  She gets in line at Starbucks, 

finds a place to sit at one of the crowded tables, takes out her 

New Yorker, and begins to sip her peppermint mocha latte.   

Across the table from her a man sits reading a newspaper.   



After a minute or two she reaches out and takes a cookie.  As 

she does, the man takes one, too.  It is disconcerting, but she 

doesn’t say anything.  A few minutes later she takes another 

cookie.  Once again the man does the same thing.  Now she is 

getting a little annoyed, but she still doesn’t say anything.  After 

a couple of sips of her latte she takes a third cookie.  So does the 

man.  Now she is upset—especially since there is only one 

cookie left.   

Apparently the man also realizes that they are down to the 

last cookie.  Before she can say anything he breaks it in half, 

offers half to her, and proceeds to eat the other half himself.   

Then he smiles at her, puts the paper under his arm, stands up, 

and walks off.   

She is furious.  Her coffee break ruined, already thinking 

about how she will tell her family about this incredibly offensive 

behavior, she collects her magazine, opens her shopping bag, 

and there discovers her own unopened package of cookies.  

I am not sure what the moral of the story is.  Maybe it is 

that we spend our lives eating someone else’s cookies.  Or we 

do not always realize that we are the ones who should be saying 

thank you.  Or sometimes we assume everything on the table 

belongs to us.   

 The people of Israel had gone a long time without any 

cookies or a decent latte, without new shoes, or a clean 

restroom.  They have survived forty years of wandering in the 

wilderness and are finally on the verge of entering the land that 

had been promised to their ancestors hundreds of years earlier.   

Moses has reached his term limit as leader of the Israelites.   

Picture him standing on a mountaintop.  To the west, across the 

Jordan River lies the Promised Land.  To the south and east the 

desert they have been through.  They have finally come to the 

end of a long road.  

 Israel is a nation of immigrants— four hundred years of 

slavery in Egypt before they immigrated to the Promised Land.   

They had little to eat or drink in the wilderness, and a surplus of 



spiders and snakes, but in those hard times they learned to 

depend on God.  What is going to happen now?  

 Moses feels like a father sending his child off to college—

proud, but frightened:  “God is about to bring you into a good 

land, a land with rivers, springs, lakes, streams out of the hills 

and through the valleys, a land of wheat, barley, figs, 

pomegranates, olives, and honey.  You’ll never go hungry. 

You’ll always have food on the table and a roof over your head.   

You’ll have everything you need, and that’s what scares me.”   

 “Be careful.  Don’t forget the things that you’ve seen or let 

the things you’ve felt slip from your heart.  I’m more worried 

about how you’ll act when you’re rich than when you were poor.  

Wealth is more dangerous than a scorpion.  When you have 

more than enough it will be easy to forget God who brought you 

to where you are.”  

 “Don’t become so full of yourself that you forget to be 

grateful.  After you’ve got it made, you might look at where you 

live and your savings account and say to yourself, ‘I did this, all 

by myself.  I built this.  It’s mine.’  Well, think again.  God 

made whatever you have.”   

Moses’ last words are a warning: “Don’t fool yourself into 

thinking you did it yourself.”  

 They know Moses is right, that when they have more than 

enough they might forget that it is not theirs.  So before Israel 

enters the Promised Land, like the Pilgrims in 1621 they set 

aside one day each year to give thanks.  Their holiday begins 

with a worship service and ends with a feast.  They put the extra 

leaf in the dining room table, eat too much, and watch football 

until they fall asleep.     

 But neither Moses’ warning nor their Thanksgiving 

celebration really works.  The people of Israel forget more than 

they remember.  They decide that they must be pretty smart to 

have gotten out of the desert and gotten all the fancy things they 

have.   

When the Israelites have food in the freezer they forget that 



there are children starving.  The Hebrew people keep attending 

worship, but do not really give God thanks.  Sometimes the old 

folks look back at their years in the wilderness with affection, 

like an elderly couple remembering when they were poor 

newlyweds in a tiny apartment. 

 Some of us remember times when we were afraid that we 

were going to die and thought, “God, if I get through this, I’ll be 

grateful forever.”  And we were, for a while.   

Some of us have received bills that we could not pay and 

thought, “If I get through this, I’ll be grateful forever.”  And we 

were, for a while.   

Some of us have known the pain of broken relationships, of 

people we love almost walking out of our lives, and we thought, 

“If we get through this, I’ll be grateful forever.”  And we were, 

for a while.   

 Many of us are already too old to die young.  We have not 

worried about paying the grocery bill in a long time.  Our family 

is peculiar, but they are the people with whom we are going to 

end up. 

Most of us have enough to eat, a warm place to sleep, and 

stuff that we do not need.  We are doing okay, and if we are 

paying attention, we have learned that for us, too, the enemy of 

gratitude is not poverty.  Parents worry about their children 

having too much.  So does our Heavenly Parent.   

 We might guess that the people who have the most would 

be the most grateful, but that is usually not the way it works.   

Wealth gets in the way of gratitude.  We end up wanting more, 

trying to fill our lives with things only to discover that there is 

no filling. 

 We forget that we are a nation of immigrants.  We came 

from somewhere else.  Some crossed the Atlantic seeking a new 

life.  Some came across the Pacific looking for opportunity.   

Some were taken captive and brought against their will.  Even 

the Native Americans’ ancestors walked here from Siberia.  I 

guess my family came here from Europe, but none of my 



grandparents cared enough about where we came from to ever 

trace it back any farther than Baltimore.   

If we are like most, our family came to America searching 

for the Promised Land.  They struggled to survive.  Most looked 

to God for help in the midst of a new wilderness.  We have 

traveled a long way to get where we are.  We owe a debt to 

those who came before us.  Forgetting the past is being born on 

third base and thinking we hit a triple.  It is likely that if we were 

born in Somalia, Sierra Leone, or Tanzania, no amount of work 

or ingenuity on our part would have gotten us to Brooklyn.   

No one gets here on their own.  The world is not flat, it is 

round, whether we like it or not.  We do not all get the same 

opportunities.  We are tempted to take credit for what we have, 

but there is no such thing as a self-made person.  What we think 

of as ours is a gift.   

 In The Screwtape Letters, C.S. Lewis’ notes from a senior 

devil to a junior devil, he writes about how easy it is to mislead 

people into a false sense of ownership.  Screwtape says, “We 

produce this sense of ownership not only by pride, but by 

confusion.  We teach them not to notice the different senses of 

the possessive pronoun— the finely graded differences that run 

from ‘my boots’ through ‘my dog,’ ‘my servant,’ ‘my wife,’ 

‘my father,’ to ‘my God.’  They can be taught to reduce all these 

senses to that of ‘my boots,’ the ‘my’ of ownership.  And all the 

time the joke is that the word ‘mine’ in its fully possessive sense 

cannot be uttered by a human being about anything.  In the long 

run either Our Father or the Enemy will say ‘mine’ of each thing 

that exists, and especially of each person” (C.S. Lewis, The 

Screwtape Letters, MacMillan: New York, 1961, 98). 

 Everything we have is a gift from God, often a gift worked 

on by our hands, a gift that may be enhanced by our strength, 

but a gift nonetheless, for God gives us our hands and our 

strength.  The temptation is to forget God, say to ourselves, “I 

worked for what I have,” and become ungrateful.   

Our hands are full, but we still want more.  We look into 



the neighbor’s house to see what they have even though our 

house is fine.  When we begin to think we deserve the good 

things we have, we lose our sense of joy. 

 We need to be grateful, because gratitude leads us back to 

joy by leading us back to the giver.  Gratitude is a reflection of 

how clearly we understand.  Gratitude is the way in which we 

see, hear, and feel God with us.   

A Jewish proverb says: “The one who enjoys anything 

without thanksgiving has robbed God.”   

The corollary is also true, “The one who gives thanks for 

anything enjoys God.” 

 Gratitude begins when we move beyond focusing on what 

we have to recognize the source of all blessings.  On Judgment 

Day God will ask, “Were you grateful for the gifts I sent?”   

God sends surprising gifts like unexpected strength in the 

midst of hardship, a new friendship at a lonely time, a kind word 

in the midst of sorrow, or a joy that is deeper than our pain.   

When we give thanks we remember the good things and good 

people that we have been given, and enjoy them all over again.   

 As we recognize that God is the source of these good gifts, 

our joy becomes fuller, and we see these gifts in a different light.  

Gratitude turns what we have into more than enough, turns a 

meal into a feast, a house into a home, a stranger into a friend. 

(Melody Beattie)  

  We do not thank God that we have bread to eat because 

others starve, but because we can share with the hungry.  We do 

not thank God that we have work to do because some do not, but 

because we can work to meet another’s needs.  We do not thank 

God for health because others are sick, but because we can use 

our strength to care for those who are hurting. Our continual 

thankfulness will turn into a lifetime of sharing our gifts because 

we know that God is the giver of it all.  

 When we see what we have to be grateful for, we will go 

beyond speaking our gratitude and live gratefully.  Not much is 

more crucial to our faith than learning to give thanks.  Being 



grateful makes us different, better people, people who give 

without remembering and receive without forgetting. 

Grateful people tend to talk less and listen more.  Grateful 

people watch their screens less and life more.  Grateful people 

recognize the small daily happenings that make life spectacular.   

 God helps us live in gratitude for all that God has done, all 

that God is doing, and all that God will do.  God helps us 

understand that if there are cookies on the table, someone else 

may have put them there.         
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