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“Shout for joy”: Thanksgiving for Earth’s Bounty 
St. John’s Church, NF  

Nov. 16, 2012   8 & 10am 
 

 Although the secular observance of Thanksgiving has already occurred 

in Canada, the United States Thanksgiving celebration is in ten days time. In 

the Anglican tradition, as in many faith traditions, the time of Harvest 

Thanksgiving varies; it’s a moveable feast. In the Jewish tradition, Sukkoth, 

the harvest festival, finished exactly a month ago, while in the Hindu religion, 

Divali, the festival of lights to celebrate the New Year, occurred just three 

weeks ago. The farmers around our home have been busily harvesting the last 

of the soy beans this past couple of weeks, so Harvest Thanksgiving is still 

very relevant. I want us to reflect today on The Harvest with the reading from 

today’s psalm of David (65), which is entitled a “Song of Thanksgiving for 

Earth’s Bounty”: let me repeat the key phrases (the passages in bold below):  

Praise is due to you, O God, and to you shall vows be performed,   O you who 
answer prayer!  To you all flesh shall come.  When deeds of iniquity overwhelm 
us,  you forgive our transgressions.  Happy are those whom you choose and 
bring near   to live in your courts.  We shall be satisfied with the goodness of 
your house,   your holy temple. By awesome deeds you answer us with 
deliverance,  O God of our salvation;  you are the hope of all the ends of the 
earth  and of the farthest seas.  By your strength you established the 
mountains;   you are girded with might.  You silence the roaring of the 
seas,  the roaring of their waves,  the tumult of the peoples.  Those who live at 
earth’s farthest bounds are awed by your signs; you make the gateways 
of the morning and the evening shout for joy. You visit the earth and 
water it,  you greatly enrich it;  the river of God is full of water;   you provide 
the people with grain,  for so you have prepared it.  You water its furrows 
abundantly,  settling its ridges,  softening it with showers,  and blessing its 
growth.  You crown the year with your bounty;  your wagon tracks overflow 
with richness.  The pastures of the wilderness overflow,   the hil ls gird 
themselves with joy,  the meadows clothe themselves with 
flocks,   the valleys deck themselves with grain,   they shout and 
sing together for joy. 
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Those rich natural images are so appropriate at this time of year, as we 

approach the end of harvest time, after several beautiful autumn days we 

have enjoyed. We have been blessed with some lovely days this season (last 

Monday and Tuesday, for example), and if you find harsh winters difficult, as I 

do, we together can be cheered by remembering these last glorious days and 

indeed autumn weeks, and by looking forward to mild weather again in the far 

off spring, but also in the dark depths of winter we can cheer ourselves and 

rekindle our spirits by meditating on the themes and words of Psalms like this, 

by appreciating the beauty of nature and its rich bounty. And even teaching 

ourselves that winter too is one of Nature’s faces, a necessary stage of sleep 

before the world awakens again: snow, after all, is just hard rain and it too 

after lying on the fields, “waters its furrows abundantly, settling its ridges, 

softening it . . . and blessing its growth.” A warm thought for today and for 

next February. 

 My thoughts are influenced by the fields surrounding our home in 

Pelham; as I mentioned, our local farmers have been harvesting the last of 

their summer crops. We spend a lot of time watching each summer in turn 

corn or wheat or soy bean grow, ready for the harvest; we are very conscious 

of the changing seasons each year. When my son was away for his first year 

at university, in one of his first phone calls home, he asked how the corn was 

growing--a metaphor, it struck me, for homesickness. Psalm 65 speaks in a 

very timely way to our home and to the farming life of Eleanor’s extended 

family. But it is also timely as a spiritual metaphor for all of us, especially 

when the hard rain falls. It is interesting to note that in those 13 verses of 

joy and thanksgiving in Psalm 65, there is just one, the third one, which refers 
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to “deeds of iniquity [which] overwhelm us” and the need for “forgiveness 

[of] our transgressions”--the one somber note in this song of thanksgiving. 

But it is enough to remind us of the difficult moments in life.  

 There are times, I’m sure you will acknowledge, when Thanksgiving can 

be a challenge; an anniversary this past September reminded me of just such 

an occasion. On September 2, 1998, a Ridley College graduate, five years 

out, was on board Swiss Air flight 111 which crashed so horribly and suddenly 

off Peggy’s Cove, Nova Scotia. George Abady, class of ‘92, a gentle giant of a 

guy, lost so suddenly, who, ironically, did not need to be on that particular 

flight--after his flight was grounded by an Air Canada strike, he took the next 

available plane to Switzerland, where he was attending culinary school. His 

name is the first on the list of 215 passengers and crew lost in that tragic 

accident. A few short weeks after the tragedy, George’s classmates, the 

graduates of 1992, came back to the school for their fifth year reunion—

their first formal reunion as a class at the school--and they held a special 

memorial service in the school chapel for George—one of those bonding 

moments in the life of Ridleians, a melancholy celebration of a member of the 

Ridley family, lost too soon, too swiftly. 

 But my melancholy remembrance doesn’t stop there, for the same 

morning as the memorial service for George, the father of one of the school 

prefects died suddenly of a heart attack while out on his morning jog. All of 

our prefects, many students and faculty attended the funeral in the middle of 

the following week. Time does not tell its endings: we do not know whose 

hand we’ve shaken, whose arms have held us, for the last time, or what door 

has been closed for all eternity.  

 Then, further irony of life, on the Saturday of that Thanksgiving 

weekend, 16 years ago, again in the Ridley College chapel, my whole family 
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joined in the wedding celebration of the daughter of longtime friends and 

colleagues; the bride was our daughter’s first playmate when we moved to St. 

Catharines 35 years ago. A very joyous and wonderful time, celebrating with 

old friends the start of a new family, a new household, which today includes 

eight children. 

 What a rollercoaster of emotions can be experienced in a week’s time: 

from a sad memorial service on the Saturday of one weekend, to an 

unexpected funeral mid-week, to a wedding feast on the following 

Thanksgiving Saturday. Such is life. And just as winter increases our longing 

for spring, death sharpens the appetite for life, deepens the gratitude for the 

years we are given. Memento mori. Contemplation of the end times focuses 

what is important in life. Through the passion and death of our Lord, the 

disciples became filled with an overwhelming sense of new life--death and 

resurrection, the eternal pattern of our transitory lives. Life is filled with such 

paradox. “That’s life,” says one of Woody Allen’s characters, “someone died.” 

As we head toward the darkest evening of the year, we in the Christian faith 

prepare to celebrate the birth of a baby; and the joyous birth of that Christ 

child 2000 years ago, as the story is told, occurred within pain and tension, 

the weariness of the long journey, the wonder of the shepherds, the 

slaughter of the innocents, the song of the angels. And then mere months 

from now we will recall that young man’s terrible unjust death on a cross, 

another event-filled week, Palm Sunday to Good Friday to Easter morn, Holy 

Week we call it, swift and breathtaking. The most beautiful and moving 

service for me in the Church calendar is the Palm Sunday/Passion liturgy, with 

the triumphal entrance into the sanctuary and the departure in silence. Then 

on Maundy Thursday and Good Friday we commemorate the Last Supper, the 

arrest of Jesus, his passion and death. And that bleak time in the Christian 
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calendar is followed by the great celebration of Easter morn. A paradigm for 

our lives: Birth, death, life: the paradigm of our church year, of the seasons of 

the year, of our everyday life, for each moment each of us truly dwells in the 

valley of the shadow of death. Meaning and blessing can be found in the hard 

times as well as the good times if we are conscious of the constant Divine 

love and mercy which surround us. Contemplation of our mutual mortality 

should elicit from us, not envy and hate, but compassion and mercy for our 

fellow wayfarers. Remember, it was the sight of his future grave which finally 

converted that “squeezing, wrenching, grasping, scraping, clutching, 

covetous old sinner” Ebenezer Scrooge into a man who “it was always said of 

him . . . knew how to keep Christmas well.” 

 Standing once by a campfire at Port Burwell Centre for Spirituality and 

Ecology, I asked a native American nun if she thought that God would ever 

forgive us for our exploitation and destruction of earth’s bounty. Without 

missing a beat Sister Ginny said, “She already has.”  “She already has.” Urban 

dwellers that we are, we too easily forget our dependence on the natural 

world and the bounties of the earth.  Like the forgiving father to the prodigal 

son, like the Good Samaritan to the wounded stranger, the Creator extends 

everlasting arms toward us: “By awesome deeds you answer us with 

deliverance, O God of our salvation; you are the hope of all the ends of the 

earth and of the farthest seas.”  Even in the winter of our discontent, during 

the pain of hurtful deeds and transgressions, in need of forgiveness, in times 

of grief, we experience bounty, joy and love. So in darkness and light, in 

winter and spring, let us “shout and sing together for joy.” 

 


