Thanks for Everything!

Gratitude, to be Christian, must appreciate and wrestle with the whole of life.

To avoid or deny the unpleasant and sometimes unnerving things in our human experience

is to cut ourselves off from blessings God intends for us, no matter what.
The experience of my mother’s passing in 1986 is etched in my memory. It came in the wee hours of a spring morning. My nephew Tim and I were tending her from either side of her hospital bed, trying probably to deal with our own trauma as much as hers. Ministers are no different than others in moments like that. We felt so helpless.


Mother was peaceful enough, lying there in what we thought was a coma, her eyes closed and her breathing irregular. Memories of her livened our conversation.


Two years before, when my father died, she had told another of our family members that she really wanted to go be with him, but as she put it, “I’d better stay around a couple of years. Otherwise it would be too hard on Zenos [my brother] and Jimmy!” It was now, in fact, almost exactly two years later, and it was clear to us that she was willing herself to die—not in rebellion against life but in search of a better place.


All of a sudden the breathing grew more labored, and I knew she was going. Reaching out to caress her forehead and coming closer in hopes that she might hear me better I said, "Mother, you know and we know, Tim and I, that you're going home, and that's O.K., but we're really going to miss you. Could you give us a blessing before you die?" The response was immediate and amazing. Opening her eyes, and smiling gently as she saw us, she simply said, "Thanks for everything!" Then, closing her eyes, she drew three deep breaths and after inhaling for a fourth, she exhaled very slowly and was gone—giving back to God the life he had first given her at birth. 

It was an experience to end all experiences for Tim and me, the kind one wishes the whole world could share with you. We clasped our hands across the bed and tried to repeat the benediction together. Ministers know that backwards and forwards, right?  Well, we thought so, but got all mixed up half way through and actually started to laugh. It was a moment of profound grief, gratitude, and joy--all mixed together--that neither of us would ever forget. 

Mother's passing was no less real to the extended family when it came to laying her in the ground beside Dad, ashes to ashes and dust to dust, a few days later. Yet as I think of it now, the same sense of gratitude turned real grief into real joy.

My father's passing in 1984, though far more dramatic and traumatic at the time--dying as he did of a sudden heart attack—left us with much the same feelings. A very caring physician worked feverishly over him, pressuring his chest in the emergency room to get his blood pressure back. When it became clear to my brother and me, standing on either side of the gurney and holding our father's hands, that the pressure techniques were not going to help him recover, Zenos, after urging the good doctor to rest from his labors simply said, "Dad, you know Jim and I are here with you. Can you give us some sign of your awareness?" The response was immediate, and no less a blessing than if it had been spoken--a gentle but firm squeezing of our hands in his. We knew in that moment what believers have always known. It was all right for him to die, and it was equally important for us to go on living. But as for our living, nothing would serve us better than gratitude to God for the benediction thus passed on and the assurance from our father that "he who has begun a good work in you will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ” (Philippians 1:6).

Gratitude, for all God has done and yet promises to his people. Does that mark your spirit? Do not look for it simply in pleasant places. Discover it there, but find it also in the discontinuities of life, where redemption and hope flow freely, in spite of circumstances, from the heart of God himself, 

Let a hymn become your prayer, well-known and much loved among our early forbears, who knew from experience that authentic gratitude embraces the whole of life:

Thanks to God for my Redeemer, thanks for all thou dost provide!

Thanks for times now but a mem’ry, thanks for Jesus by my side!

Thanks for pleasant, balmy springtime, thanks for dark and dreary fall!

Thanks for tears by now forgotten, thanks for peace within my soul!

Thanks for prayers that thou hast answered, thanks for what thou doest deny!

Thanks for storms that I have weathered, thanks for all thou dost supply!

Thanks for pain and thanks for pleasure, thanks for comfort in despair!

Thanks for grace that none can measure, thanks for love beyond compare!

Thanks for roses by the wayside, thanks for thorns their stems contain!

Thanks for home and thanks for fireside, thanks for hope, that sweet refrain!

Thanks for joy and thanks for sorrow, thanks for heav’nly peace with thee!

Thanks for hope in the tomorrow, thanks through all eternity
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