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True confession time—did you eat more than you really needed to on Thursday?  I did, but not by much.  I don’t know if it is the times we are living in or just how I am feeling, but this Thanksgiving I was especially grateful for the food and the company around the Thanksgiving table.  And I didn’t need to eat too much.  This self-constraint might be an apt metaphor for the uncertain future that awaits us all.  The gluttony that has typified American capitalism since the 1950’s is dying.  In many ways the party is over.  The economy is bad and it is not going to get better.  We live in an empire in decline.  And if we do it right, we are going to be happier than we have ever been—and more thankful, too.

Anyone who follows the financial news knows that the world’s markets (including our own) are in terrible shape.  Austerity measures and their ensuing riots in Europe will make their way to our shores, too.  No longer is your house going to make you lots of money.  No longer can you count on a 10% or more return on your investments.  No one under 40 expects to see one dime from Social Security.  And if you think getting more education is still a sure way to a bigger salary, think again.  The president and Congress can get nothing done in Washington.  And the wars we are still fighting will take whatever is left of the meager social service money currently used to keep the poorest among us barely surviving.  If you are not paying off debt as fast as you can and building up your savings, you are not paying any attention to the clear signs of the times.

“So what is he thankful for,” you ask, quite confused by the start of these remarks?  I am thankful that we all get to learn to live in a way that is more ecologically sustainable, more communally oriented, and more multicultural and diverse.  The party is over.  And the next chapter is going to be incredibly good.  We are so very lucky!

Each of us knows that the white, middle class, American way of life is not sustainable.  We have known this for year and have mostly ignored it.  We are like those shoppers that go out at midnight on Thanksgiving, credit cards in hand, and go crazy buying things all night.  I guarantee that if the stores only accepted cash on Black Friday, fewer than 25% of those people would be out there.  We are a nation that wants our stuff and we want it now.  We don’t think much about how we are going to pay for it.  We are like addicts who can only think as far ahead as their next high.  

Yes, the changes that are coming will affect us, too.  There is no getting around it.  But if we figure out what is truly important beforehand, we won’t be shattered by them.  One of the hallmarks of true community is that its members warn one another of coming danger.  In ancient times this warning was often of coming violence—wars, invasions, raids, and the like.  Community members would also warn one another of disease, food shortages, criminal behavior, and bigotry.  If communities helped to warn people of coming disaster in ancient times, why not now?  Why should we be any different?  Should we not warn one another when we see disaster coming?  But this is a strange role for us to play for one another.  We have been programmed to think about ourselves first.  We have been disciplined to mind our own business.  In the name of individual freedom, we have too often turned a blind eye to the actions of people we love when a kind word of warning might have saved them from terrible grief.

In the next decade a lot of white people will loose a lot of their stuff and they will be really upset about it.  An African American friend of mine thinks that President Obama’s mere presence in the White House is enough to bring many white Americans to the boiling point.  By seeing a black man in the White House, they have to face the loss of their own stature that has eroding for decades.  Interestingly enough, most African Americans and Latinos never knew much stature, so they don’t feel the loss.  We on the political left can’t see what a threat it is to have a black president, but we will surely deal with the repercussions of white people losing their power.

“So what is he thankful for,” you ask, still perplexed by these remarks?  I am thankful for the new America that we all will live in once we get a decade or more into our empire’s decline.  Some of us lived through the Reagan years, which I think will stand as the pinnacle (and breaking point) of the American empire.  Then we lived through the Bush/Clinton years, which for me signify a hollow attempt to keep the American empire alive.  Then we lived through eight years of George W. Bush when it was perfectly clear that the nation was grasping to hold onto its power.  And now Barack Obama is expected to clean up the mess!  But the mess is already too far-gone.  And this will, ultimately, be a good thing.  It is stressful living in an empire!

The new America will be like a Thanksgiving table where everyone gets enough nutritious food to eat, but no one gets to make a glutton of him or herself.  In the new America we will all have to share to survive.  We will have to watch out for each other.  We will have to care about one another more.  The new America will see multi-generational families living under one roof.  The new America will see people living closer to their work, shopping a whole lot less, and traveling shorter distances.  The new America will have us eating food that was produced closer to where we live—some of us will grow more of our own.  The new America will have smaller houses and smaller cars both of which are paid off quicker.  It will have vibrant multicultural neighborhoods.  The city centers will come alive again.  The ethnic food will be incredible.  The new America will speak more languages than ever.  It will see generations of children raised to befriend all kinds of people.  Gay marriage will be the norm.  A guest worker program will allow seasonal laborers to cross boarders safely and legally.  Everyone will really have health care.  And no one will use energy resources unthinkingly.  The new America frightens many people who cannot imagine what they would do if they had to live on less.  But for those of us who can imagine putting community over selfishness, the future is bright and good.

“So what is he thankful for,” you ask, trying to absorb these remarks?  I am thankful for each of you and what you bring to this wise, vibrant, honest congregation.  I am thankful for this church and its work (these two churches and their work.)  I am thankful that each of us gets to go into the uncertain-but-bright future together.

So be it.

Amen.
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