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Prayer: On Thanksgiving, we stop and listen to the Lord’s voice

Lord, on this Thanksgiving Sunday, through this whole year we have lived—some have harvested, some have lost, some have joy in their hearts, some have brokenness in their hearts. Some have come today carrying expectation, and some are sitting in their chairs dragging weary steps.
Lord, in this busy, hurried year that at times has felt like a silent cry, we ask you to set apart these few minutes, so that our hearts may be like an open door, so that your word may come in—not as pressure, but as comfort, not as demand, but as light.
May your presence here and now, shine light into the dark places in our hearts; make places we thought already finished beginning to sprout; let prayers we thought had been silent too long hear your answer again. In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ we pray, Amen.

Thanksgiving: It is not only the smooth-sailing who dare to give thanks, but those who have been illuminated by God who will give thanks

Every year at Thanksgiving, whether you are in the United States, Taiwan, or elsewhere in the world, this holiday almost always makes people ask: “What can I give thanks for this year?”

Some people answer quickly the child got into school, the job is more stable, health is better than last year. But there are others whose hearts bring up a harder question: “If this year has not gone well for me—Can I still give thanks?”

The Bible does not ask us to pretend to be thankful. The thanksgiving the Bible speaks of is not “forcing a smile,” nor is it “escaping reality.” Where does thanksgiving come from? It does not come from smooth circumstances, nor from success—it comes from being illuminated.

Zechariah’s song was sung in the darkness.
Not because life was smooth, and not because all problems were solved, but because—
God’s light had shone upon him. When the light shines, thanksgiving is born.
Luke’s Gospel opens with the elderly: 
The story we just heard from the Gospel of Luke is a song—one of the most beautiful songs in all of Scripture. And it wasn’t sung by an angel. It was sung by an old man, Zechariah.
His voice was probably rough and aged, maybe even a little unsteady the way some elderly voices are. It’s unusual and remarkable that in Luke’s Gospel, elderly people play such important roles. Compared with Matthew, Mark, and John, Luke includes far more senior characters.
Luke’s opening is the warmest and the most unique.
Matthew begins with a genealogy, Mark begins with John the Baptist, John begins with the eternal “In the beginning.” Only Luke—begins with the elderly.

The elderly are not background characters; they are the protagonists: Zechariah, Elizabeth, old Simeon, the elderly prophet Anna. Luke arranges the story this way to say: “God’s new salvation often begins from the places that seem to have no voice.”

The elderly have two gifts from God that young people often do not have. Firstly, the elderly have memory: the depth of faith and a historical perspective2nd. The elderly know: today’s difficulty is not the first difficulty, and God’s guidance is not the first time He has guided.

1. The elderly remember the manna of forty years in the wilderness, remember David’s songs during his flight, remember how Jeremiah’s lament turned into new hope.

The elderly understand: grace is not accidental; it is the mark accumulated through history. The young forget quickly, the elderly remember quickly. Thanksgiving is a holiday that allows us to remember.

2. Second, the elderly have expectation: the older they are, the more they know how to wait
People often say, “the older a person gets, the more pessimistic they become.”
But it is not so in the kingdom of God.

Young people are eager to see results, but the elderly know what it means to “wait in silence.” The elderly are not without hope;  the elderly hope more deeply.

If you look at the old prophet Anna, she was already over 80, yet every day she was in the temple—waiting, praying, fasting, looking up to God. She did not say, “God, if You don’t act, I’m going home to sleep.” She was saying, “God, I will wait until You act.” This is the deepest hope of faith.

The spirit of Thanksgiving is this: we are thankful not because everything has turned out well, but because tomorrow still has God in it.

The Pain of Zechariah and Elizabeth: 

Luke says they were “righteous”— not righteous in appearance, but truly devout. But then Scripture follows with a very heavy sentence: they had no children. Elizabeth was barren… In ancient Jewish culture, this was not only a sorrow— it was shame, loneliness, even the suspicion that they were “not blessed by God.”

Imagine their home: a priest’s house—tidy, holy, devout, filled with the reading of Psalms. But at the dining table, there are always only two bowls. At every festival, there is always one chair missing. At Passover, the question the youngest child is supposed to ask—“Why is this night different from all other nights?”—is never asked. There is never the sound of a child. This is not just “having no children,” it is the feeling of “having no hope.” If you ask whether they prayed, they did. But over time, they no longer dared to pray. They feared hope, because they feared hope would break again. This is the feeling of many people, not just them.

At many Thanksgiving tables: someone is absent, someone is far away overseas someone’s health is failing, someone has passed away, someone is present at the table,
yet their heart is far away. The pain of Zechariah and Elizabeth is the pain of many people.

The Appearance of the Angel: God often opens the skylight on the most unremarkable days. The time Gabriel appeared was not on the Sabbath, not on Pentecost, not on Passover, but on the day Zechariah was “on duty, doing his routine work.”

The daily life of a priest was actually very simple, very quiet: laying out the cloth,
lighting the candles, burning incense, Praying. Do you know? All of these are very “repetitive,” show “no visible results,” and are very “ordinary” tasks. But at this utterly ordinary moment— the heavens opened. This tells us a very important truth: God does not work only on “special” days. He often works on the days we consider the “most ordinary.”

You might think today is just a day of work, driving, cooking, doing laundry, and taking care of the children. But the heavens might open on that very day. You might think it’s an ordinary Sunday, an ordinary prayer, an ordinary hymn, but God’s light shines right there.Gabriel’s first words: “Do not be afraid.” 

This is the opening line of the entire Gospel of Luke. It continues to appear: Mary, do not be afraid. Shepherds, do not be afraid. Simeon, do not be afraid. Disciples, do not be afraid. Women at the empty tomb, do not be afraid.

Zechariah did not disbelieve in God; he was afraid to believe that “God would show favor to him personally.”Many people misunderstand Zechariah.
He did not disbelieve in miracles— he knew the story of Abraham and Sarah; he knew that Elizabeth’s situation was very similar to Sarah’s. He knew that God could work wonders.

His problem was not “disbelieving in miracles,” but:“ How could a miracle possibly happen to me?” This is a very deep, deep pain. Not a rational doubt, but a heartbreakingly sorrowful doubt.

You may also have asked similar things:
· God performs miracles, I know, but will He listen to someone as insignificant as me?
· God leads, but will He lead me out?
· God renews lives, but will my life be renewed?
· God upholds the wounded, but will He see my wounds?

Zechariah was afraid of being hurt again. What God gave him was not punishment, but nine months of silence— nine months of spiritual retreat. To let his heart believe again: “God’s grace is not only for others. He is my God too.”

The song nine months later: the song of the elderly, deeper than that of the young. Zechariah could not speak for nine months. He was not silenced; he was preserved and allowed to reflect by God.

When he was finally able to speak, he did not blame, did not complain, did not question; he sang:
“Because of the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high will break[i] upon[j] us, to shine upon those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.”

When Zechariah finally understood— when the moment came and his voice was opened— he didn’t begin by preaching. He sang.

There are some things in this world that cannot be explained with doctrine, things that ordinary words cannot fully describe or interpret— mysteries too deep and too beautiful for simple speech. For those moments, only a song will do. And Zechariah sang:“Because of the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high will break[i] upon[j] us, to shine upon those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.”

This is not the song of the young; it is the song of those who have endured the darkest night,
a song that can only be sung after truly seeing the light shine upon them. This song is not just saying, “God is good,” but rather says: “The light has come to the place of darkness, and I have seen it.” This song is not a strong wind, it is the morning light. Not thunder, but sunrise.
Not a roaring, overwhelming sound, but the warmth of the first light after the night.
In August of 2013, the Irish Nobel Prize–winning poet Seamus Heaney, at the age of seventy-three, died in the operating room. He had collapsed earlier, and his wife rode with the ambulance to the hospital.While he was in surgery, she waited anxiously in the waiting room. Then suddenly—a beep—a text message appeared on her phone. She looked at it, startled. It was from her husband, sent from inside the operating room. It became his final words to her. Two words in Latin: Noli timere — “Do not be afraid.” The last words of the Irish poet: Noli Timere — “Do not be afraid” Seamus Heaney. The last message Seamus Heaney wrote to his wife before he passed was: Noli timere — Do not be afraid. but it was also a song, the same song the angel Gabriel sang to Zechariah,
the song of Christmas.
And it is the song the risen, victorious Christ sings at Easter—Do not be afraid. Because the Redeemer’s strength is still at work. Here. Now. That was, before life departed, the final blessing to the one he loved.
It is also a theme God has repeatedly conveyed—from the Old Testament to the New, from angels to Jesus, from the resurrection to the end times: Do not be afraid. Christmas says: Do not be afraid. Easter says: Do not be afraid. Thanksgiving also says: Do not be afraid.

What are you afraid of? The future? Health? Your children? Marriage? Finances? Loneliness? Aging? Death? The chaos of the world? God’s answer to each one is: “I am here, the light is here.”

The Thanksgiving Calling: May your life also join in this song.

Dear brothers and sisters, friends and family, you are not thankful because you are perfect, Nor are you thankful because everything is going smoothly.  You can give thanks because you have already been shined upon by God’s light. 

song of Zechariah speaks to you today as well: You are not alone. Your prayers have not fallen to the ground in vain. The path you walk— the Lord will guide your feet until you arrive at peace.

Thanksgiving does not ask you to forget your pain, but to see the light within it.
It does not ask you to pretend to be strong, but to hear the voice of the angels: Do not be afraid. It does not ask you to ignore the darkness, but to know that the morning light has already shone.

May this Thanksgiving, in your life, in some corner— perhaps the place in your heart that hurts the most, perhaps the place you fear the most, perhaps that prayer you have not dared to pray—May God’s morning light shine down. May you hear: “Do not be afraid, I am here, I hear you, I will guide your steps on the path of peace.” Amen.
