In two months our nation has seen much change. In early September the major focus was on the economic doldrums we were experiencing. By September 11 the focus was became the assault on America, as three passenger jets were strategically crashed into targets in New York and Washington D.C. killing thousands. It was not long before President Bush declared a war on terrorism, primarily that which is established in the far reaches of Afghanistan under the direction of Osama bin Laden. America strategically bombed that nation in the latter part of October and has followed up with ground troops. Every other concern became secondary.

We enter November, and normally, as we would ready ourselves for winter, we have quite a different set of concerns before us--security at home and abroad. The threat of terrorism lingers, as does the certainty of a prolonged war. 

How will we approach the celebration of Thanksgiving this year? Hopefully, in the same way we always have—with hearts that are grateful to God and with lives that trust in him. 

God is not conditional with his love; why should our thanksgiving be any less? We take our cue from St. Paul, who wrote to fellow Christians, 

Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. (Philippians 4:6-7)

Certainly, we Americans are still much better off than those of other nations. Our troubles do not come close to the terrors experienced in other regions of the world. History reveals the same: our troubles hardly match the hardships of previous generations.

Martin Luther, for instance battled more than just the established church of his time--as if that were not formidable enough! There were other things that troubled him and the people of his nation. 

We have launched a campaign against Islamic terrorists. It may interest you to know that during Luther’s time Europe and Germany were under assault by the Islamic people--more commonly called “Turks.” Luther often wrote about the Turks being a threat not only to Germany, but to the whole continent. He commented on the terrible massacres of his time, the poor leadership of the Christian army, and the traitorous general who, for 18,000 ducats, led his army of 1,100 into an ambush by the Turks. 

We have the threat of anthrax coming through the mail. In Luther’s time, the “black plague” was a constant threat which claimed the lives thousands in Europe. Because the plague would move in and out of communities, Luther once found himself in quarantine, cut off from his family until it was safe for him to come home. 

We have modern medicine. Luther felt the pain of losing children to ailments that today could be easily remedied. Luther lost daughters Elizabeth and Magdalen. With the first he wrote, “My baby daughter, little Elizabeth, has passed away. It is amazing what a sick, almost woman-like heart she has left to me, so much has grief for her overcome me. Never before would I have believed that a father’s heart could have such tender feelings for his child. Do pray to the Lord for me.” Later he would write, “My dearest daughter Magdalen has been reborn in Christ’s eternal kingdom. I and my wife should only joyfully give thanks for such a felicitous departure and blessed end by which Magdalen has escaped the power of the flesh, the world, the Turk, and the devil; yet the force of [our] natural love is so great that we are unable to do this without crying and grieving in [our] hearts, or even without experiencing death ourselves.”

A common theme for Luther is that with every trouble he sought the Lord—and sought the ability to thank him. Though Luther knows that Magdalen departed this life “to the true Father in heaven,” he himself could not overcome his grief enough to thank God for this, so he asks his dear friend, Justus Jonas, to do so: 

“You, therefore, please give thanks to God in our stead! For indeed God did a great work of grace to us when he glorified our flesh in this way. Magdalen had (as you know) a mild and lovely disposition and was loved by all. Praised be the Lord Jesus Christ who has called, elected, and made her glorious. God grant me, and all my [loved] ones, and all our friends such a death—or rather, such a life. This alone I ask of God, the Father of all comfort and mercies.”  

God lifted Luther up in every trouble—even out of periods of great depression. He will do the same for you, strengthening you in faith to live in his grace.

Let your prayers come to God—because you are able! By grace, God will strengthen your heart and bring joy to your life—and thanksgiving.

