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Psalm 34:1-8                          “Thanks for Everything”                         R.P.C. 
Ephesians 5:15-20                         Communion                              January 4, 2015 
                                              Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
 
    There is a small village outside Copenhagen, Denmark located on a bay 
overlooking the Baltic Sea. It is the kind of quaint village that we might see 
photographed in the pages of National Geographic; the kind of charming setting 
where we could expect to see a summer festival complete with street dancing 
around the village square, with the residents adorned in their colorful traditional 
costumes. It’s the kind of place where people have lived for generations, passing 
on their trades from father to son, and their recipes from mother to daughter; a 
place where faith matters, and where their faith heritage is essential to who they 
are. 
    There is a small community church at the very center of that village. The church 
is surrounded by both a well manicured garden, and a cemetery. If we were to 
walk around and tour that cemetery our attention would likely be drawn to one 
headstone in particular. It marks the grave of a child who lived from 1906 to 1913, 
a mere 7 years. And yet the inscription on the headstone of that young boy’s 
grave reads: “Tak for alt.” Translated that means “thanks for everything.” 
    Just imagine for a moment – a father and a mother lost a son after only seven 
years of his life, yet they had chiseled into his headstone the phrase, “Thanks for 
everything.” 
     Still, those three simple words are subject to interpretation, aren’t they? Could 
these simple words be interpreted as a parental statement of angry sarcasm – of 
contempt directed to God? Could they mean something like, “Gee, thanks a lot, 
God – thanks for everything….” “Thanks for giving us this boy to love and nurture 
and raise, only to take him away from us after only seven years!” There could 
have been that kind of anger or resentment hidden behind those words. These 
words of thanks could have had a double meaning, or perhaps even more 
meanings than that…. 
    Or … could they have been words expressing gratitude for the gift that was 
their son? Could it be that they were so moved by the short time they had with 
him – they were so touched by the way he loved them, and by how much that he 
gave to them that they wanted to say to him for all eternity, “thanks (son) for 
everything!” “Thank you for the love and laughter you brought to us; thank you 
for the unique and cherished ways you enriched our lives for seven wonderful 
years!” 
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    Or, could these three words, “thanks for everything”, be offered as a statement 
of the parent’s faith – you know, expressing gratitude to God even in the face of 
tragedy and loss?  But then, how could anyone thank God in the face of such loss? 
What about the grief and suffering they endured? Can anyone truly have that 
much faith? 
    “Tak for alt”…“Thanks for everything…” Those three words chiseled on a 
headstone express a sentiment that seems far too noble to be real to us.  After all, 
could any loving mother and father possibly thank God in the face of such loss - 
the loss of their ‘own dear son?’ … 
    I know that some of you – far too many of you – have experienced the loss of a 
child, and have tasted the deep bitterness of that special grief. Life isn’t supposed 
to operate that way… children are not supposed to die first. Others of you have 
lost both a spouse and a child. Invariably, I’ve heard you say that the loss of a 
child was a much more burdensome grief to bear – even if that child had grown 
into adulthood. 
    Maybe there is such a thing as Christian stoicism which displays no emotion 
when confronted with either joy or pain. Maybe there is such a thing as Christian 
hypocrisy which attempts to hide or mask our true feelings from God. Could this 
expression on that headstone be of that character? Is the gratitude chiseled there 
in touch with reality – especially the reality of pain and loss? 
    The expression, ‘thanks for everything’ might be difficult for us to express, if we 
are the least bit sensitive to the wounds, the hurts and the pains of the world 
around us. Who of us does not recognize that that life, at its best, is nevertheless 
difficult? It seems that pain and suffering and loss are as common to the human 
experience as breathing itself. So how do we view this experience of suffering?  
How can we even begin to be grateful when confronted by so many tragedies of 
life – like another commercial airliner falling from the sky? What kind of a God do 
we have - who may not cause - but certainly allows this pain and suffering and 
loss that we have to endure? 
    William Ernest Henley, British poet and editor died in 1903 at the age of 54. For 
more than 40 years of his life he had been handicapped with severe rheumatoid 
arthritis, his body twisted and racked with constant pain. He eventually lost both 
of his legs at the knees. 
    He was a man of strong faith, yet unfortunately is remembered for the one 
poem which expressed his despair entitled Invictus.  At a time of intense misery 
combined with doubt and despair, Henley wrote: 
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          “Out of the black night that covers me, 
           Black as the Pit from pole to pole,  
           I thank whatever gods may be, 
          For my unconquerable soul.” 
    These are unusually dark, grim words – the words of a man who knew the 
depths of misery; words of bitterness expressing no gratitude to God or anyone.  
All he claims to have left is a ‘godless courage’ by which he somehow bitterly and 
painfully survives.  
    We sense his feelings of abandonment – his feelings of being neglected by 
whatever compassion God may possess. So he turns to himself and his 
“unconquerable soul;” and then declares those immortal words, “I am the master 
of my fate! I am the captain of my soul.” These dark words are the expression of 
what might be called “a sarcastic epilogue of gratitude” for the utter misery 
experienced and expressed in one man’s life. 
    Each one of us could likely relate a story of similar feelings of pain and misery.  
For most of us that story could be told from personal experience: the death of a 
cherished one; the pain of illness or disease. In other instances, we could relate 
stories of relatives or friends, or neighbors or even members of this congregation, 
we know who suffered. And maybe we too have wondered, if not asked aloud, 
“Where is God in such circumstances of life? How could anyone say ‘thanks for 
everything’ and show gratitude for such suffering and sorrow? 
     So, where is God? Where is God when suffering abounds? All who are taught 
and rooted in the faith supposedly know: God is present and real in the midst of 
the suffering. Our God is so much more than a cowardly deity, lurking behind the 
scenes of human lives and human history like a dispassionate observer. God is 
suffering WITH us and FOR us. 
    What binds us together is our confession that we have a God who offers us 
grace.  And this grace is not an “idea” but is the very life of God, the life made real 
in Jesus Christ by the Spirit’s power. What binds us is the very drama of God’s life 
reaching out to us – reaching out to embrace and redeem the fractured 
conditions of human beings with the Gospel – the Good News. God through Christ 
has identified with all suffering people so that Christ himself takes on their pain. 
God reaches out to embrace the conflicted and broken natures of our lives; 
reaches out to not only eliminate the fragility of our existence but to make the 
fragility the very means of redemption through the cross. 
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    At the heart and center of the Christian faith is the cross – an empty cross, yes - 
but there is always a cross at the very center nonetheless. The profound message 
of the cross is that the pain and the misery – the loss of a child – your pain, my 
pain – all pain has become the pain of God through Christ. Given the cross, the 
question becomes not, “Why does God allow such suffering?” but rather, “Why 
does God love us so much as to suffer with us.” God’s grace is not just at work 
BEHIND the scenes of history; it is enmeshed in the very midst of it. God’s grace is 
unbounded integrity standing with us at every occurrence of life. God’s grace is 
given so that every human conflict and tragedy is born by the very heart of God. 
    I like to think that the inscription in their son’s tombstone was the parent’s way 
of giving thanks to God for the gift that was their son: “thanks for everything.” I 
like to think that the inscription was intended as an appropriate and beautiful 
expression of appreciation. I like to think that these parents were people of 
amazing faith who knew that God was right there with them in the midst of their 
loss – that they knew that the first tears to fall when their son died were the tears 
of God. I like to think that these parents had such faith that they could live the 
rest of their lives as a “thanks – giving.” 
    Such thanks-giving is the basis for the whole of Christian life. For as the psalmist 
wrote centuries ago, “Bless the Lord, O my soul – all that is in me bless his holy 
name.” Those words support what those parents expressed when they had 
inscribed on that headstone: “tak for alt.” 
    For those of you who attended the Thanksgiving Eve service this year, I 
apologize in advance for re-using this illustration, but it bears repeating: I had an 
uncle named Paul who was impossible to thank. My uncle was forced to drop out 
of school after the eighth grade, because he had to go to work to help feed his 
younger brother and four sisters. He never got any further education, and instead 
went to work for an awning company, where he sewed canvas awnings used to 
shade windows. He worked for that company his entire working career, and since 
it was a small company and there was little room for advancement, he never 
made much money – 
     But Uncle Paul was always content. Any time there was a family gathering, we 
could count on Uncle Paul to bring a bag or two, loaded with deli bread and a 
selection of cold cuts.  And when there was a scrap of canvas left over from a job, 
he would use it to create canvas carrying bags to share as gifts for the family. 
    But, as I said, he was impossible to thank… If we ever said, “Thanks for the 
food,” or “thanks for the canvas bag,” or anything, he would ALWAYS respond, 
“Don’t thank me; thank the Lord.” Can you imagine how frustrating it is to hear 
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that?  It felt like our expressions of gratitude would not stick to Uncle Paul. Of 
course we knew he was right… It was an expression of his faith. He was reminding 
us – just as he was reminding himself – that all the blessings of life come from 
God; hence, “Don’t thank me; thank the Lord.”  My Uncle Paul took the faith 
statement of the Apostle Paul to heart: “Always and  for everything, give thanks.” 
    You know, it takes time to have a headstone chiseled. The inscription on that 
young boy’s headstone may not have been the product of his parent’s FIRST 
feelings of raw grief. Perhaps, between the moment of their young son’s death 
and the choice of words, they had a chance to express their true feelings to God. 
Assuming they were people of faith, they likely would not hold back their shock, 
their bewilderment and their anger. But nevertheless they knew – They knew God 
would listen and accept their feelings, and understand their laments; they knew 
because the understood that God had been there too – at the tomb of his own 
dear Son.  And with that realization, they could finally say, “Tak for alt.” 
    As parents this couple, like all parents, would likely have eagerly given their 
own lives for the life of their son. But we cannot … in fact we DARE not. Because 
to do so is to take away the freedom of the child. 
    Who of us as parents does not wish we could protect our children from harm, 
from mistakes, indeed, from death itself? Yet the only way we could ever do that 
is to take away their freedom to live, by locking them in isolation in a room 
somewhere where they would become so much less than human. To have free 
will as a human being means we are vulnerable – vulnerable to hurt, to mistakes, 
and vulnerable even to death. None of us as parents can take away the death of a 
child by offering our own deaths in exchange, though many of would be more 
than willing to do so. 
    Yet God has intentionally done that for us. God has protected our freedom – 
our free will, by taking our errors, our sins, and even our death upon himself 
through the life, death and resurrection of his own son – granting us the gift of 
eternal life. 
    This table spread before us today is the sign of God’s eternal love as a Parent. 
Here is the Parental sacrifice that God willingly made, so that we can be free as 
God’s children. Here in these sacred elements, God has given his all so that we 
may truly live. So, it is here at this table that we can say, “Tak for alt” – “Thanks 
for everything.”   Amen.  
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