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“The Magic Words-Saying Thank You” 

As I was sitting with this sermon all week, and as I planned this sermon series, I purposefully put the 

practice of saying thank you today, on Father’s Day.  If your Dad is still living, call him today and say 

thank you.  As a parent, I now know hearing those two words can be the best present I ever receive.  If 

your Dad is no longer living, take time today to say a prayer of thanks to God for your Dad.   

My Dad has taught me many things, and continues to do so to this day, and for that I am grateful.  He 

taught me how to fish and he taught me how to water ski, both at Spofford, of course.  My Dad spent an 

entire day teaching me how to water ski when I was 10.  He stayed in the water with me all day while I’d 

start to get up and fall, start to get up and fall, until I finally got it . . .I got all the way up . . .I was skiing!  

And then I let go – on purpose.  And I’ll never forget my Dad saying, “Annie, Annie!  You got it!  Why did 

you let go?”  And I said, “I didn’t like it.”  And I’ve never been on water skis since then.  And I don’t 

remember my Dad saying one harsh word about it. 

My Dad was the big church-goer in the family.  When my Mom would take the summer off from church, 

my Dad would still faithfully go, and pick-up my grandmother.  It was my Dad who served on the Session 

first, and the most, having just recently rotated off at the age of 82.  And it was my Dad (I can just 

picture it still to this day), it was my Dad who took the time on Sunday mornings to write his check to 

the church, put it in the offering envelope that he kept in his closet, and then put it in the plate on 

Sunday mornings.   

I’ve thanked him before for all that he taught me and all that he did for me, but I need to do so again.  

I’m planning on calling him today.   

As children, what are we taught are the magic words?  What are magic words?  Please and thank you. 

I’m not sure they’re magic words, but they do have a certain power.  And that word “thank you” is of the 

utmost importance when it comes to practicing our faith. 

Saying thank you, being grateful, is at the very heart of our faith. Gratitude, the theologians have always 

said, is the most basic response we can make to God’s goodness and mercy and grace, and to God’s 

undeserved and unconditional love. At the heart of Christian experience and teaching is not guilt, as we 

have sometimes been taught; not obligation, as we occasionally conclude and teach; but gratitude, pure 

and simple—gratitude for God’s grace, and saying “thank you” for it.   

One day Jesus was on his way from Galilee to Jerusalem when he encountered ten lepers.  Leprosy, as 

you may know, was a horrible disease of the skin.  Anyone who had leprosy was an outcast; no one 

wanted to get near a leper for fear they would contract the disease, so they’d shun them, much in the 

same way we used to treat people with AIDS.   

The lepers stop Jesus in his tracks: “Jesus, master, have mercy on us.”  He’s their only hope, their only 

chance at life.  Jesus, being Jesus, does have mercy on them.  “Go, show yourselves to the priests,” he 



says, because the priests are the only ones who can certify that their leprosy is gone and that they are 

now fit to be with other people.  On the way to the priests, they are cured.  And nine of them keep on 

walking towards the priests.  But one stopped, paused, ran back to Jesus, and said, “Thank you.” 

Jesus asks about the other nine: Where are they?  Weren’t 10 of you cured? 

And then he says something curious: Get up and go on your way.  Your faith has made you well. 

Now notice that we don’t know anything about the man’s faith.  We know he’s a Samaritan, which 

means he wasn’t particularly liked by the religious establishment.  But we don’t know what his moral 

values were, or how he spent his Sabbath, how he voted, how he lived, how he spent his money.  All we 

know is that he recognized a gift when he saw it and said “thank you.”  And to that Jesus replies, “Your 

faith has made you well.”   

Which can only mean one thing: that faith, according to Jesus, is very closely related to gratitude, and 

that faith without gratitude is impossible, and that there is something life-giving about gratitude.   

Yale’s David Bartlett says that this story is an account of two healings: the first is from leprosy, and the 

second is from ingratitude.  Ingratitude, from Jesus’ perspective, is not only sinful and harmful, but it’s 

also life-threatening because ingratitude can cause us to be very self-centered.    

You’re probably familiar with the TV star Michael J. Fox, known for playing Alex Keaton in “Family Ties” 

and Marty McFly in the “Back to the Future” movies, and also known for having Parkinson’s disease.  He 

wrote a book a number of years ago titled “Lucky Man” in which he describes Parkinson’s as a gift.  Now 

Parkinson’s is not something I would call lucky.  But Michael calls it lucky because before he got sick he 

spent his life focused on Michael J. Fox.  He was self-centered and not at all grateful.  But the illness 

shifted his focus, so much so that he wrote in the book: "If you were to rush into this room right now 

and announce that you had struck a deal– with God, Allah, Buddha, Christ, Krishna, Bill Gates, 

whomever–in which the ten years since my diagnosis could be magically taken away, traded in for ten 

more years as the person I was before, I would, without a moment’s hesitation, tell you to take a hike.  

The ten years since my diagnosis have been the best ten years of my life and I consider myself a lucky 

man.” 

Now, as I understand it, he’s not grateful for Parkinson’s disease.  He’s thankful for what the disease 

gave him: the chance to appreciate a wonderful life and career, his family, and the opportunity to help 

find a cure.   

To be grateful for the disease would be wrong and impossible.  But to be grateful for what the disease 

taught him is something else and more in keeping with what Paul writes today, when he says in 1 

Thessalonians, “In everything, give thanks.”  He didn’t say for everything give thanks.  That would be 

impossible.  And wrong.  Instead he says “in everything give thanks.” But giving thanks in everything is 

still hard.  Really hard.  Don’t you think?  Someone wrote about Paul’s words here that “they have to be 

one of the most adventurous voyages of thought ever embarked on the rough waters of reason.  And 

logically, they seem destined for shipwreck.” 

This letter is the oldest writing we have in the New Testament.  Paul probably wrote it only 20 years or 

so after the resurrection, which means that people who followed Jesus were still expecting him to come 

back any day now.   



But as we know, he didn’t.  Which made the people worry, and feel discouraged, and put them at odds 

with their neighbors.  There was mounting tension and hostility between those who followed Jesus and 

those who didn’t.  Paul seems to have written this letter to encourage the beleaguered followers to 

persist in their new way of life. 

Paul’s teaching, while written for an ancient church, still has something to teach us . . .because if we can 

express thankfulness in all things, then we can say yes to whatever is and accept the reality of our lives 

rather than live in conflict with it.   Michael J Fox accepted the reality of his life, instead of living in 

conflict with it.   

Does this mean it was easy?  Does this mean we have to be happy every day of our lives?  Does this 

mean we can’t be really angry at God for the circumstances we find ourselves in?  No, not at all.  Paul 

himself taught that we should test everything.  But Paul knows something we tend to forget: that 

practicing our faith, saying thank you to God, should not be governed by the circumstances we find 

ourselves in.  And that’s a really hard lesson to learn and live.   

In Christian faith, giving thanks is more than having an attitude of gratitude.  Giving thanks means 

choosing to see the grace in the moment and saying thank you even if you don’t feel like it.   

You know, I read just recently that there’s a small group of parents who believe it’s wrong to tell your 

kids to say “please” and “thank you”.  This group champions “child-centered parenting” which is the 

idea that children will learn on their own pace everything from walking to manners.  This group doesn’t 

say to their children: say thank, Charlotte.  They say they model thankfulness for their children by saying 

thank you themselves, but they don’t force their children to say the obligatory “please” and “thank 

you.” 

And maybe that works for them.  But, children can be pretty self-centered.  One of the first words 

children learn is “mine”.  Children need the prompting.  I can pretty much guarantee they’re not going 

to feel thankful for every gift they receive.  One year Terry gave all the kids monogrammed towels on 

their birthdays, and not all of them were particularly excited about it.  But they said “thank you”, 

because (perhaps after some prompting), because not only is it the polite thing to do, it’s also what 

people do who believe that gifts aren’t given to us because we deserve them, but because the giver 

loves us beyond compare. And sometimes practicing gratitude can make us more thankful.   

So here’s what I want you to do this week: 

Write down on the card some names:  

-people for whom you’re grateful; 

-people who helped make you who you are; 

-people who influenced your faith; 

And as you write down their names, I invite you to say a prayer of thanksgiving for these people. 

And I also invite you to thank them.  Take the card with you, and find time this week to thank God for 

them and to thank them.  Write a note.  Make a call.  Send a text.  (Do it now, if you’d like.)  But use this 

card to insert some gratitude into your week.   



Practice saying “thank you”. 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources: 

Tom Are, “The Magic Words: Saying Thank You”, June 30, 2013 

John Buchanan, “Thankfulness”, November 23, 2004 

Feasting on the Word, Year B, Volume 1 and Year C, Volume 4 

The New Interpreter’s Bible, commentary on 1 Thessalonians 


