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The 17th century Anglican priest and poet, Thomas Traherne, was hardly known at all until about fifty years ago.  Two hundred years after his death, Traherne’s writing was found in a nondescript notebook with no title or hint of authorship.  But since its discovery, Traherne’s writing has made a profound impact.  Isn’t it fascinating how often the humble and unassuming among us end up illuminating the lives of the more outspoken and famous.  Maybe this is one more illustration of Jesus’ declaration that the Kingdom of God belongs to those who become like children, not to the powerful and prominent.

One short passage from Traherne’s writing came to mind as I prepared for this day of Thanksgiving.  Traherne says, “You will never fully enjoy the world, until every morning you wake up and perceive that you are in heaven, that you are clothed with the heavens, crowned with the stars, and surrounded by the company of angels.  You will never fully enjoy the world until you wake every morning and perceive that you are the sole heir of the world, and that your greatest delight is that there are others in the world who are, every one of them, sole heirs with you.  Until you delight in God for being good to all, you will never enjoy the world.”

He’s right, of course.  This is the truth.  When you woke this morning, no matter who you are or what has been going on in your life, you woke in heaven, you were clothed with the heavens, crowned with stars and surrounded by angels.  

Of course, there are lesser truths about our lives, and these lesser truths often end up garnering our passions and diverting our attention.  But the fact that you wake every morning in heaven is the deepest truth of all.

Of course, many have attempted to say the same thing; it’s just that this truth is hard to convey in words.  Gerard Manley Hopkins said that the whole world is charged with the Grandeur of God, and that Christ plays in ten thousands places, through the features of men’s faces, lovely in limbs and lovely in eyes not his own.  The love of God in Christ all around us, everywhere we go in every face we see and hand we shake, lovely in limbs and eyes not his own.

The New Testament Book of Acts goes so far as to say that God is the One in whom we live and move and have our being.  Our lives saturated with holiness and divinity.

And Jesus himself said it as plainly as anyone when he said that the Kingdom of God is at hand; it is even within you.

The problem, of course, is the problem of human perception.  We can’t see it.  Now in this mortal life, we know and understand things only partially.  And often what we see is what is wrong with the world and what has gone awry with our own lives.  And our Lord would speak very specifically about that.  When you see all these catastrophes – wars, famines, earthquakes, and so on – this is the very time you need to stay alert and keep watch, because these are signs that a deeper truth is on the way.

But we have to admit that this is hard.  When things go wrong in our lives, when a child is sick or a marriage fails or a job is lost or a loved one dies…at times like these, the entire center of gravity for our lives shifts.  And the whole of our lives centers on and revolves around what is wrong with our life and our world.

This is why, every Thanksgiving Day, I have told the same story to my parish over and over again, because it helps me to refocus and re-center my life.  Over the last 24 years, I’ve omitted this story in my Thanksgiving Day sermon a couple of times.  One year in Charlotte, a parishioner said to me after church, “That was a fine sermon, but I’m not coming back next year unless you tell that story again.”  Here at St. Stephen’s, I had Bishop Lee preach the last two years on Thanksgiving Day, and several have told me that even though they liked the bishop’s sermons, they missed the story.  I missed it too, so, here it is.

It’s a true story of an old woman whom the theologian Fulton Ousler had known.  She had been born into slavery on the Eastern shore of Maryland, and her former master had thought it a great joke to christen her Anna Maria Cecily Sophia Virginia Avalon Thessalonians.

Ousler remembered eating with Anna as she sat in his home with her hard old black hands folded, praying, “Much obliged, dear Lord, for my vittles.”

“But Anna,” Ousler pointed out, “you’d get your vittles whether you thanked the Lord or not.”

“Sure,” she responded, “but it makes everything taste better to be thankful.”

“You know,” she went on, “it’s a funny thing about being thankful, it’s a game an old colored preacher taught me to play.  It’s looking for things to be thankful for.  You don’t know how many of them you pass right by, unless you go looking for them.  Take this morning for instance.  I wake up and I lay there wondering what I got to be thankful for now.  With my husband dead and having to work every day I can’t think of anything.  What must the good Lord think of me, His child?  But the honest truth is, I just can’t think of a thing to thank him for.  And then what do you think?  My daughter comes and opens the bedroom door, so from the kitchen comes the smell of coffee.  Much obliged, dear Lord, for the coffee and a daughter to have it ready for an old woman when she wakes up.

“Now for a while I have to do housework.  It’s hard to find anything to thank God for in housework.  But when I come to the mantelpiece to dust, there is Little Boy Blue.  I’ve had that little china boy for many years.  I was a slave when I got it as my one Christmas present.  I love that little boy.  Much obliged, dear Lord, for Little Boy Blue.”

“And almost everything I dust reminds me of something.  Even the pictures that hang on our cracked, unpainted wall.  It’s like a visit with my family who have all left this world.  They look at me, and I look at them, and there are so many happy things to remember.  Much obliged, dear Lord, for my memory.  And then I go for a walk downtown to buy a loaf of bread and cheese for our dinner.  I look in all the windows, so many pretty things.”

Fulton Ousler broke in, “But Anna, you can’t buy any of those things.  You have no money.”

“Oh, but I can play – play dolls.  I think of your ma and sister how they would look in those dresses and I have a lot of fun.  Much obliged dear Lord for playing in my mind, it’s a kind of happiness.

“Just like once I got caught in the rain,” she said.  “It was fun for me.  I’ve always heard about people’s shower baths, I’ve never had one, but now I have one.  You know God is just giving heaven away to people all day long.  I’ve been to the park and seen the gardens, but you know what I like?  The old bush in my back yard by the railroad track, but better.  One rose will fill you with all the sweetness you can stand.

Ousler ended his story with these words.  “The soul of long dead Anna was a big soul, big enough to see God everywhere and she taught me a great deal about life; for I will never forget when word came to me from the dingy street where she lived, that Anna was dying.  I remember driving in a cab and standing by her bedside.  She was in deep pain and her hard old hands were knotted together in a desperate clutch.  Poor old woman, what had she to be thankful for now?  

She opened her eyes and looked at me.  “Much obliged, dear Lord, for such fine friends.”  She never spoke again, except in my heart, but she speaks to me every day there and I’m obliged, dear Lord, for that.”

This is much more than a Pollyanna story.  Anna was another one of those humble and unassuming people whose life illumines the lives of us who are sometimes too distracted to see the deepest truth.

Anna knew what Thomas Traherne knew, what Gerard Manley Hopkins, St. Paul, and Jesus knew – that this morning, no matter who you are or what has been going on in your life, you woke up in heaven.  And what else can we say but, “Much obliged, dear Lord, for these angels all around us and for this Day of Thanksgiving.”
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