Happy Thanksgiving to you, People of God!

What a joy it has been to spend time together with you this week celebrating the goodness and bounty of the Lord! It is truly “good and pleasant for brethren to dwell together in unity!” (Ps.133).
The practice of celebrating was a key part of what we looked at on Sunday as we moved forward in the current series, “Standards of Christian Excellence,” by examining thanksgiving.
In order to frame our understanding of thanksgiving, we started by talking about discourses and metanarratives. Discourses and metanarratives are cumulative social constructions of communication. They are broad, “big ‘C’” conversations or culture-level stories that provide the backdrops and foundations for smaller, “local” or “little ‘c’” conversations.
One way to see how discourses and metanarratives work is to look at how conversation takes place in a crowded room. In a crowded room, the overall volume affects every conversation in the room, but that volume can’t be attributed to any single conversation. The overall volume is a product of all of the small conversations, but it also operates as a larger, single presence that impacts every conversation. 
What holds true for volume also holds true for content and character. The whole room has a certain “air” or quality to it, such as a “holiday spirit,” which works to form and to control each of the smaller conversations. This overall thrust of things can be understood as the larger “Conversation,” which simultaneously is a product of all of the smaller “conversations” and is a larger, single presence that governs and shapes all of the smaller conversations.

In other words, discourses and metanarratives have a reflexive relationship with smaller conversations. Smaller conversations serve as the foundations for the larger Conversations, but the larger Conversations also serve as the foundations for the smaller conversations. This reflexive relationship can make metanarratives a bit elusive to address. Although metanarratives can be obvious and powerful, no single, smaller conversation carries the full responsibility for setting the character of the discourse and no single conversation embodies all of the larger Conversation. Instead, all of the smaller communications participate in the larger communication, and the character of the larger conversation is a cumulative product of the nuances and biases of the smaller ones. This remains true even though the larger communication may dominate the smaller ones.
We looked at a number of examples on Sunday in order to get an idea of how discourses have shown up in our society and history. A few of the larger discourses that Americans can recognize are things like the idea of “Manifest Destiny” that fueled westward U.S. expansion, or current political discourses about economics, immigration, etc. that are set within the “Election Year” Conversation. These discourses are set within even larger metanarratives such as, “Americanism,” “Western-ism” or “Democracy.” Similar examples can be found beyond American society, in metanarratives of, “European Imperialism,” “Enlightenment Rationality,” “Secularism,” “Capitalism,” or “Empiricism.” In New Testament times, “Hellenism,” the influence of Greek thought and culture, was one of the metanarratives that strongly affected the religious conversations of the day.
Two things need to be remembered in discussions about metanarratives. The first is that the basic nature of metanarratives is neutral. They can be beneficial or detrimental, depending on their content and thrust. For example, Germany’s Nazism was a detrimental discourse, as was Italy’s Fascism. In contrast, Israel’s covenantal identity as the people of God was a beneficial discourse, as was the Civil Rights discourse of the middle Twentieth Century.
The second thing to remember is that metanarratives don’t always get along. Discourses can (and often do) conflict with each other. For example, there can be a clash of larger conversations in an office holiday party when some want to “just cut loose” and others wish to spend an evening relaxing and getting to know fellow workers better. Likewise, the Abolitionist Discourse in the U.S. conflicted with the Plantation Discourse in the South. In our generation, we also have seen widespread conflict between the Communist and the Capitalist metanarratives.
One of the prevailing discourses of our society is the Consumer Discourse. The Consumer Discourse talks about the processes of buying and getting goods. It addresses what’s valuable to be made and to be purchased. It is a product of countless smaller conversations (like advertising) that take place under the larger umbrellas of Materialism and Capitalism, and it is one that dominates many of the behaviors and much of the talk that happens in our smaller interactions. Its basic thrust is that acquisition of things is to be valued and that people can be gauged by their relations to things (what they own or control). Thus, life can be assessed as good or bad by assessing how much one can acquire. According to this discourse, life is good when we get things and it is bad when we lose things. We can observe how this discourse governs smaller ideas when we see people who have lost everything (such as the homeless) identified as persons to be pitied, disdained or feared as threats to the good.

The Consumer Discourse is a foundation for our economy, which sustains our social, political and military institutions. Some beneficial aspects of the discourse are that it fuels innovation, invention, resourcefulness and industriousness. However, there is also a detrimental side to it, since it often supports greed, exploitation, fraud, competition and ruthless material pragmatism. 
We can see the way in which a discourse affirms certain behaviors while negating others by looking at our society’s “Black Friday” behaviors. On “Black Friday,” acts that are not ordinarily allowed, such as camping on the sidewalk for days or aggressive physical contact, like pushing and shoving (even pepper spraying!) are treated as  acceptable because people are performing those behaviors in order to purchase things effectively. By contrast, homeless people or people who might be protesting commercial consumption are not allowed to camp for days on sidewalks, or to push, shove, or pepper spray. When the same actions are grounded in anti-consumer discourse, they are considered threatening and the people who do them are subject to criminal arrest.
In our society, the effort and attention that is spent on “Black Friday” has nearly eclipsed the Holy-Day of Thanksgiving. Shen Li of the LA Times notes this, calling Thanksgiving Day “Black Thursday,” as shops launch their sales on Thursday evening. This has prompted one NY Post writer to rename the holiday, “Thanks-getting.” These examples illustrate how the discourse of consumerism stands in competition with the discourses of Holy-Day Celebration and Thanksgiving. 
It is no secret that consumerism has begun to dominate nearly all of our society’s celebratory or holiday events. Out of habit and conditioning, we ask children what they got for Christmas or on a birthday, not how they celebrated, or what they gave. The first concern as we approach holidays, weddings, anniversaries, birthdays or significant events of any sort, is usually, “What am I going to get that person for… ?” This stands in contrast to thoughts like, “How will I celebrate that person on… ?” or, “How can I show honor and gratitude to that person on… ?”

Fundamental differences drive the conflict between the Celebration-Holiday Discourse and the Consumer Discourse. The foundational idea of consumerism is longing for something else. It asserts there is always a need for something more, something new, or something better. Thus, a day well spent is a day in which one looks forward to getting things and in which one gets them. It is focused on enjoying a future state, and it discounts the present state as insufficient
By contrast, the idea that undergirds Celebration and Thanksgiving is satisfaction with what one already has. It asserts that there is no need for something else. A day well spent is a day spent in reflection upon what one has already gotten and in expressing gratitude. It is focused on enjoying a present state, and affirms the present state as sufficient.
Jesus constantly focused the attention of his followers on resting in present satisfaction rather than longing or worrying about future material needs (Matthew 6). Paul likewise exhorts Christians:

Have no anxiety about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which passes all understanding, will keep your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. (Philippians 4:6-7 RSV)
In Luke 17.11-19 Jesus points out how unusual this attitude can be in actual practice, and how it stands out against typical human behavior when only one leper that he has healed returns to thank him. He observes, "Ten were cleansed, were they not? Where are the other nine? Has none but this foreigner returned to give thanks to God?" (Luke 17:17 NAB).
Although it may be unusual and although it may be out of step with how our society wants us to think, feel, and behave, we are to be people who rest satisfied and thankful about what we have been given by God. Our standard of excellence is to maintain a disposition of grateful thanksgiving at all times about all things. As the apostle Paul puts it,

Immorality or any impurity or greed must not even be mentioned among you, as is fitting among holy ones, no obscenity or silly or suggestive talk, which is out of place, but instead, thanksgiving…
Watch carefully then how you live, not as foolish persons but as wise, making the most of the opportunity, because the days are evil. Therefore, do not continue in ignorance, but try to understand what is the will of the Lord. And do not get drunk on wine, in which lies debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit, addressing one another (in) psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and playing to the Lord in your hearts, giving thanks always and for everything in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to God the Father.  (Eph 5:3-4; 15-20 NAB)
As Christians, we can expect that our governing metanarrative of celebratory thanksgiving to God will come into conflict with the world’s discourses. It inevitably will contrast with consumer-oriented dissatisfaction, longing or complaining, and it very well may be understood in our consumer culture to be aberrant, naïve or threatening. 

This is one avenue for us to bring the joy and satisfaction of Christ to the hungry world around us. Our lives of thanksgiving can “shine as lights in the world” (Philippians 2:15). However, doing this will require the same intensity and concentration of effort that trying to have a conversation in a loud, crowded room requires.

In order to begin impacting the conversations of our society with the Christian discourse of Celebration and Thanksgiving, we engaged a practical, “take-home” exercise for the week. Like climbing stairs or talking at a rock concert, it’s a simple task, but one that requires intention and diligence. As a congregation and as individuals who are salted throughout our society, we are going to listen in our smaller conversations for all forms of dissatisfied speech, complaining, or longing for something else. We are then going to seek some way to speak into those conversations words of satisfaction, rejoicing and grateful giving of thanks, for the lives that we have been given and the bounty and beauty that come with them.

May the Lord Jesus by his Holy Spirit grant to us all the presence of mind, the courage, and the discipline to shine as his city set on a hill as we give thanks to his name!

Blessings on you! See you Sunday!

- Pastor Adam
