Do not fear, O Judah, be glad and rejoice, for the Lord has done great things! Do not fear you animals of the field, for the pastures of the wilderness are green; the tree bears its fruit; the fig tree and vine give their full yield. O children of Zion, be glad, and rejoice in the Lord your God, for He has given the early rain for your vindication; He has poured down for you abundant rain, the early and the later rain, as before. The threshing floors shall be full of grain; the vats shall overflow with wine and oil. I will repay you for the years that the swarming locust has eaten, the hopper, the destroyer, and the cutter, my great army that I sent against you. You shall eat in plenty and be satisfied and praise the name of the Lord your God, who has dealt wondrously with you. And my people shall never again be put to shame. You shall know that I am in the midst of Israel and that I, the Lord, am your God and there is no other. And my people shall never again be put to shame.                                                                         Joel 2:21-27
On the last day of the festival, the great day, while Jesus was standing there, he cried out: “Let anyone who is thirsty come to me and let the one who believes in me drink. As the Scripture has said: ‘Out of the believer’s heart shall flow rivers of living water.’” Now, He said this about the Spirit, which believers in Him were to receive, for as yet there was no Spirit because Jesus was not yet glorified. When they heard these words, some in the crowd said: “This is really the prophet.” Others said: “This is the Messiah.” But some asked: “Surely the Messiah does not come from Galilee, does He? Has not the Scripture said that the Messiah is descended from David and comes from Bethlehem, the village where David lived?” So, there was a division in the crowd because of Him. Some of them wanted to arrest Him, but no one laid hands on Him.                                                                                                John 7:37-44
A little boy was asked to pray for dinner. Before he bowed his head to pray, he looked at the dish. Then, closing his eyes he prayed: “Lord, I don’t like the looks of it, but I’ll thank you and eat it anyway.”
Thanks Be to God!
1. This week, on Thursday, we, the Americans will celebrate “Thanksgiving.” Our northern neighbors, the Canadians celebrated their “Thanksgiving” in October, the Hebrews, as the Bible tells us, celebrated their equivalent of “Thanksgiving” on two separate occasions. One of them is the “Sukkot,” one of the three most important festivals in Judaism, also known as the “Feast of Tabernacles” or the “Feast of Booths.” The last name originates from the Hebrew word for the booths or huts in which the Hebrews were supposed to stay during this week-long celebration. These flimsy huts represented the 40 years of wandering in the Sinai desert after the Hebrews’ escape (Exodus) from the slavery of Egypt. The “Sukkot” was to be a celebration next only to the "Passover" and to the "Shavuoth," known to us as the “Pentecost” and which is also called the “Festival of Weeks,” or “Ingathering,” marking the “winter wheat’s” harvest. All three of these celebrations required of the Jews to visit the Temple for celebration. In our Gospel reading we find Jesus going to Jerusalem and to the Temple to celebrate “Shavuot,” but in a very private fashion. Originally, prompted by his brothers to go the festival Jesus declined, only to go there later on anyway. Some biblical scholars suggest that Jesus did not originally want to go to the Temple because He was a "wanted man" in Judea and needed to remain hidden. However, when He finally go the Temple, He begins to teach and the people marvel, for once again He amazes them with His powerful words. 
2. According to John it was the last day of the festival when Jesus said to the people: “Let anyone who is thirsty come to me and let the one who believes in me drink. As the Scripture has said: ‘Out of the believer’s heart shall flow rivers of living water.’” His words alluded to the celebratory act during the festival, when the High Priest would go to the “Pool of Siloam” carrying a golden pitcher, to draw the water that would be then poured into a bowl at the altar. This was to symbolize God's continuing and faithful love towards His people through sending them rain, year after year, to replenish the soil with a moisture needed for the next year's harvest. As with all of the celebrations based on the commands of the Scriptures, the spiritual meaning of this tradition of pouring the water, was to symbolize Israel's hope for the coming of the Messiah and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, which God promised. Knowing the spiritual deficiency in the hearts of the people, Jesus quotes the words prophet Isaiah spoke a long time ago, words they all knew so well: "Everyone who thirsts, come to the waters" (Isaiah 55:1) and "For I will pour out water on the thirsty land and streams on the dry ground; I will pour out My Spirit on your offspring, and My blessing on your descendants." (Isaiah 44:3)
3. The people’s reaction to Jesus’ words, indicates that at least some of them got the message and it clearly appears in their statement: "He is the Christ!" (John 7:41). The next day, after spending some time on the Mount of Olives, the place where He usually went to pray while in Jerusalem, Jesus again returned to the Temple and spoke once more. What He said then He never did say neither before nor after in public: “…I told you that you would die in your sins, for you will die in your sins unless you believe that I am He.” Since we read these words in English, Jesus’ words might not indicate the powerful meaning they have in the Hebrew language.  “I AM,” better known by Hebrew “YHWH”, indicates the name of God, the name that God Himself originally revealed to Moses. The name was (and still is) so sacred for the Jews that it was spoken by the High Priest only in the “Holy of Holiest,” in the Temple, and only once a year, on the “Day of Atonement.” Here Jesus makes a clear and direct connection between God His Father, and Himself.
4. Later on, Jesus will become even more blunt when He will say: "I tell you the truth, before Abraham was born, I AM." The name of God, YHWH in Hebrew, reveals the very nature of God. He existed from the beginning, and He is in full control of time, of the past, of the present and of the future. He will continue to exist even after the time will cease to exist for God is not bound neither by time nor space. God is omnipresent and omnipotent, and when Jesus uses this name in relation to Himself, He testifies to His own divinity. At the “Festival of Weeks,” which was to celebrate the harvest of the “winter wheat,” He wanted the people to realize that they must thank God not only for the season and for the harvest, but also for God's eternal presence with them, His people. This applies to both, the people of the Old and of the New Covenants. Our thanks, however, must come not from an obligation or from duty, but from our heart’s gratitude for what He has done, do, and will continue on doing. Thanksgiving is not the function of a human mind or a reason, but of our heart and spirit. There is so much we must be thankful for in life. 
5. When we gather in our churches to celebrate “Thanksgiving,” it is a very special time. When we gather in our homes with our families and friends, offering gratitude for the bounty of our tables, this also is to be a very special occasion. All over the world, all of the cultures and all of the civilizations have celebrated the time of harvest, the time of plenty and the time of happiness. What we hold at hand however at the celebration of our “Thanksgiving,” is much more than all of these, for what we have, comes only from one source, Jesus Christ Himself. The gift of Salvation is the greatest gift ever offered to us, and if we are here today, celebrating in this “House of the Lord,” it is because we are the recipients of this gift, our salvation through the sacrifice of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. This is indeed the time when we may be grateful for our friends and our families, for our successes, and even for our failures. It is not by chance that we opened our service today with the hymn: “For the beauty of the earth, for the glory of the skies,” for we indeed celebrate and are grateful to God for every day we live, as much as for the sun, and the moon, for the flowers, trees, mountains, and valleys, essentially for the entire creation we experience. You name it. There is so much to thank God for, but most of all what is even more important is to be thankful for Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior, who through the cross, offered us eternal life.
6. The world around us is like a soil that is thirsty for the “life-giving” water, parched and suffering.  We know what the “life-giving” water is and who is able to quench the world’s thirst. As the Church of Jesus Christ, we are the harvest that has been planted by the laborers before us, and we are called to continue the work that leads to the future harvests. Like the Hebrews who were to celebrate the “Festival of Booths,” and “Shavuot – the Festival of Weeks,” we too must be ready to plant the seed for a new harvest, remembering God’s promise: "For as long as the earth endures, seedtime and harvest, summer and winter, cold and heat, day and night will never cease." This also applies to the spiritual planting and the spiritual harvest. The world today has turned so far away from God and from His blessings and as the species we became not only ignorant of God’s might and importance but also arrogant, believing we know everything, and we can do anything. Unfortunately, this is indeed true but only when it comes to the destruction, not the creation.
7. The people of Israel might have gathered in the Temple to celebrate; we gather in our churches to do the same. The big question, the “proverbial” elephant in the room is: “What do we celebrate? Who do we celebrate?” We celebrate our God, our Lord and Savior for everything that we experienced in life. He was there with us, even when we did not want Him to be there and He still is with us and promises to be with us always. We owe a debt to Jesus Christ for everything we have and have been given. We are here today to glorify our God and to be grateful for Jesus Christ, who being God Himself, came to offer His life, so we may live eternally. We must thank God for all those before us who worked faithfully, so, the Church could grow. We also must be thankful for all the work that is still ahead of us. There is so much we have to be thankful for and today we may have this opportunity. Today we may fully realize that we are not alone, because God is with us forever, just as He promised: “I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”
8. The “Festival of Weeks” might not appeal to us today in the form it originated with the Hebrews, but this festival has become a prequel to the first “Thanksgiving” celebrated in the “New World,” by the “Pilgrims,” grateful for the survival of the first year and thankful for the first harvest in a new land. The “Pilgrims’ Thanksgiving” reestablished the importance of offering gratitude to God for all of His blessings. For the Hebrews this was the time to remember the “wondering in the wilderness”, the care offered them by God, and the survival as the people and the nation. For us, the “Thanksgiving” is the time when as the Church of Jesus Christ we remember God’s guidance, His protection and all the blessing conferred upon us over all the years of our lives. So, as we wish a “Happy Thanksgiving” to one another, let us never forget to foremost and primary, offer our thanks to God, and not only once a year, on this special day, but every day.  
