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2020 has been quite the year, has it not? 

 

As we prepare to enter the heart of the holidays, with New Year’s Eve and a fresh 2021 off in the 

foggy pandemic distance, I have to share a bit of gallows humor a friend of mine shared with me 

the Saturday when we turned the clocks back for Daylight Savings Time… quote:  

 

“Getting an extra hour in the year 2020 is like getting a bonus track on a Yoko Ono album.”  

 

With apologies, of course, to those who love Yoko Ono’s music. 

 

I get it. 2020 has been a long slog for so many reasons, and it is quite likely that the winter 

holidays are going to be especially challenging, with the virus on the rise and Covid restrictions 

ever more restrictive. 

 

During this time of shortening daylight, when we need to mindfully practice the rational 

precautions to remain physically healthy, we also need to mindfully practice tried and true 

methods to remain soulfully healthy. One of the richest, most open moments of the entire year is 

going to occur in a few days:  Thanksgiving grace. 

 

Your opportunity to compose, to feel, to mean, to enter, and to truly believe Thanksgiving grace. 

 

And amidst the pandemic—with masks, mandates, and social distancing—this coming Thursday 

will represent the first time in my life—in my life—that I will not be sharing Thanksgiving with 

my larger extended family. 

 

I am certain that this is the case with many if not most of us gathered here this morning. 

 

And while I am saddened by this situation, I am also inspired to bow my head and say an extra 

deep grace. 

 

And extra present grace.  

 

For me, saying grace at Thanksgiving is a high holy moment, and I believe that as UUs, we 

should be prepared to step into that moment and create a sacred space where deep and abiding 

thanks are truly offered; where thanks rooted in the tangible world transcends pandemics and 

religious affiliations, as well as any number of intellectual, political, and societal “isms”:   

• humanism,  

• atheism,  

• capitalism,  

• socialism,  

• communism,  

• racism,  
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• sexism,  

• ism-ism,  

 

and through grace, a profound sense of grace can palpably inhabit every person in the room. 

 

And if there is nobody in the room except you, then grace truly inhabits you. 

 

That sounds sort of “tent revival-y,” which I guess makes me an evangelist about Thanksgiving 

grace. 

 

And I am. This from the Encyclopedic Dictionary of Religions:  

 

“Whatever form grace may take, it is a practice that makes the common meal both an act of 

worship and a symbol of the love of charity that binds those gathered at the table.” 

 

Let’s hold that last sentence close to our hearts as we approach Thanksgiving:   

“Whatever form grace may take, it is a practice that makes the common meal both an act of 

worship and a symbol of the love of charity that binds those gathered at the table.” 

 

When I think about Thanksgiving grace, several of the images that come up are Norman 

Rockwell paintings.  

 

I know I should be careful about saying that publically…that I should practice more 

sophistication and never admit that my personal visual arts library includes a nostalgic, middle-

brow magazine illustrator—but the man was a brilliant artist, with a profound sense of narrative, 

and I love many of his paintings. 

 

Sometimes we must stake our own aesthetic ground, admit to cheese where there is cheese, and 

yet bring forth Norman Rockwell’s painting of Ruby Bridges as Exhibit A as to how this painter 

could distill the pain and power of the Civil Rights movement into a single image… 

 

And Thanksgiving was an obvious topic for Rockwell’s particular vision:  a holiday that calls 

forth travel and family, hearth and home, feasting and stories. It is the perfect holiday for 

Unitarians—just sacred enough, just secular enough, just ritual enough, just chaotic enough…  

 

Come to think of it, I think we UUs should just claim Thanksgiving as our high holy day.  

 

Let the devout Christians have Easter and Christmas, with birth, death, and resurrection.  

 

Give us Thanksgiving, where the “This Is It” ethos can come into full flower at this table, in a 

warm and loving home in that twilight lighting before winter solstice. 

 

Yes, yes, yes, let’s claim the annual feast!  
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Let’s make this grand harvest a time when each of our blessed principles resonate—to the core—

within our bodies as individuals, and within the corporate body of our loved ones around the 

table. 

 

Bless the meat; bless the vegetables; bless the water and the wine. 

 

And because Thanksgiving comes around every year, Norman Rockwell has several paintings 

focused on that theme: 

 

• Family gatherings with heaping piles of food;  

• small boys staring at huge turkeys;  

• GIs fresh home from war peeling potatoes in Grannie’s kitchen… 

• And pilgrims and Native Americans, which is a problematic image that has fallen far out 

of favor 

 

Certainly my daughter would think so.  When we decided just a few days ago that we would not 

be meeting as a family this Thanksgiving for our traditional glorious, hilarious, delicious, loving 

dinner, my own flesh and blood tried to soften the blow as only a twenty-something progressive 

who grew up as a UU, who said:  “It doesn’t really matter because Thanksgiving is rooted in 

colonialism and genocide.” 

 

Ouch! 

 

So much for all those sentimental feelings as represented by Norman Rockwell paintings! 

 

Regardless:  The specific painting I am thinking of appeared on the Thanksgiving cover of The 

Saturday Evening Post nearly seventy years ago; the painting is entitled “Saying Grace,” and it 

depicts a very common, very ordinary meal:  An elderly woman and young boy with heads 

bowed in prayer at a shared table inside a packed and bustling diner.  

 

Nobody in the diner was wearing masks, and there was indoor smoking! Ah, the good ol’ days! 

 

The two young men who are also sitting at the shared table—presumably college students—stare 

over their menus and smoldering cigarettes at the two praying figures. The students’ faces have 

expressions of respectful curiosity, with an air of “I used to do that when I was little” to them. 

 

There are small pieces of luggage at the foot of the elderly woman’s chair, and we get the sense 

that these two people, likely a grandmother and grandson, are traveling for the Thanksgiving 

holidays, and this smoky, loud diner is a stop along the way. 

 

And because it is a place where the small miracle of cooked food is put before them, it is a place 

where thanks are given. Where thanks must be given:  for this meal, for safe passage, for being 

together.  

 

Along with the two college boys, there are others in the painting. In each case, most of their 

bodies are outside the frame of the painting, though you can see their faces:   
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they, too, are looking at the people praying.  

 

Actually, they are looking at the elderly woman praying, as she presents a magnetic presence, 

even though she is small of stature. Her eyes are closed, her head is bowed, and her lips are shut 

tight. Hers is a silent, private prayer amidst cacophony, with plates rattling, silverware clanging, 

conversations in full swing, with the short-order cook ringing the bell to announce orderup! 

 

And then it slowly dawns on the viewer:  The woman is the only woman and oldest person in the 

scene.  She is sharing grace with the youngest person in the scene.  This elder with head bowed, 

saying grace before her cheap, greasy, diner meal, is—by her very active silence and powerful 

presence—a prophet that one is drawn to look at.  

 

To marvel at. 

 

And sixty-nine years ago, the headline on that Thanksgiving issue of The Saturday Evening Post:  

“How Close Is War with Russia?” 

 

How Close is War with Russia? 

 

That statement hangs like the sword of Damocles over the busy diner.  

 

That statement hangs like the sword of Damocles over the world.  

 

And we can imagine her simple, straightforward prayer:  “Dear Heavenly Father, thank you for 

this meal and for bringing me and Tommy safe and sound to Toledo. Your abundant gifts—like 

loaves and fishes—are never-ending, and for them, we are forever grateful. Please bless this 

food, Father, and all those who made it possible. In the name of your Son, Jesus Christ, our Lord, 

Amen.” 

 

The woman does not know that four men are watching her say grace.  

 

The woman does not care that four men are watching her say grace.  

 

The woman is doing what she needs to do.  

 

The woman is modeling for the little boy what is proper to do: We say grace at meals.  

 

The two college boys sitting at the same table are enrolled in a philosophy 101 class, and 

recently read a passage from Nietzsche where he claimed “God is dead.”  Not only that. The full 

passage reads:  “God is dead. God remains dead. And we have killed him.” 

 

And the elderly woman is saying grace over her fried eggs and bacon to a murdered God as the 

country wonders about war. 

 

Is this prophet bowed in prayer proving that God is not dead? 
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One of the other men in the diner is pulling on his coat, preparing to dash to a meeting; the other 

is smoking a cigar and has the city’s daily paper spread out on his table: Business and politics. 

Money and power. 

 

How Close is War with Russia? 

 

“Dear Heavenly Father, thank you for these delicious eggs and this bright juice.  

Please bless this food, Father, and all those traveling this holiday season.  Please keep our world 

safe, and our leaders courageous and compassionate, and for us all to learn, as you taught, to love 

our enemies as ourselves. In the name of your Son, Jesus Christ, our Lord, Amen.” 

 

And if we could hear the little grandson’s prayers, they would probably be a little more localized 

and tangible, and go something like this:  “Dear God, please don’t let the chocolate melt in 

Grannie’s purse.” 

 

Thank you, Norman Rockwell, for giving us this prophet dressed as an elderly woman in a local 

diner. 

 

She is everywhere. 

 

[pause] 

 

Speaking of prophets, one of my favorite old-woman prophets is Maude, from the love story 

Harold and Maude and I remind us of her answer when the young Harold asks:  

 

“Maude, do you pray?” 

 

“Pray? No. (pause) I communicate.” 

 

“With God?”  

 

“With Life!” 

 

That is the most brilliant description what successful UU prayer actually is:  Communication 

with Life!  

 

And our prayer called “Thanksgiving grace” is ripe to be overflowing with exuberant 

communication with Life!   

 

[pause] 

 

When I was preparing to write this sermon, I woke up early one morning, made myself a cup of 

tea, and started cleaning my office—all the while wondering what I was going to write about, 

and searching for inspiration.  
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The advantage of thinking while cleaning your office is that even if you don’t come up with any 

hot ideas, at least your office gets clean. And as I decided to move some Tibetan prayer flags, I 

found myself standing in the pre-dawn light, holding the answer in my hands:  Colorful prayers 

that blow in the wind!   

 

Then I began shelving a big pile of books, and in the middle of the pile uncovered a book that I 

forgot I had by a young Flannery O’Connor entitled Prayer Journal.  

 

O’Connor kept this journal when she began college, and I definitely considered this some sort of 

sign, so opened the book at random and fell upon this passage:  “Prayers should be composed I 

understand of adoration, contrition, thanksgiving, and supplication…and I would like to see what 

I can do with each...” 

 

A young student, a budding fiction writer, is wrestling with ultimate ideas of communication and 

praise, trying to figure out how to bring something as fragile and slippery as words and human 

thoughts in line to communicate with the most powerful force in the Universe.  

 

And one of her concerns was thanksgiving. Not the holiday, per se, but the feeling. 

 

She is trying to learn to pray and thinking aloud to herself in her Prayer Journal about the 

process. 

 

Like the young Flannery O’Conner, my guess is that many Unitarian Universalists also need to 

learn how to pray. There is no better place than to begin than at the Thanksgiving feast, 

especially in the year 2020. 

 

And so we conclude, in advance of the feast: 

 

Dear Life.  I am out of practice giving Thanks. Especially this year. But here we are, giving 

Thanks. Today, right now, here, with steam coming off the potatoes, I say to you, Life, thanks. 

Today, Dearest Life, on this Thanksgiving Day, I promise to be here with you, and to pay close 

attention to my food. I am trying to practice grace, Life, so please help me out when you can.  

 

Amen 
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