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Two pretty great thing happened here at Westminister last Sunday.  The first was, of 

course, Rev. Ruttan’s sermon.  Titled “Who’s Following Who”, Rev. Ruttan used the powerful 

passage from Luke9 that includes Jesus’ commandment to take up our cross and follow him.  

It’s a pretty tough commandment to follow.  So difficult, in fact, that in his seminal work The Cost 

of Discipleship, the great German theologian and pastor, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, explains it with 

these words: “When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die”.  By this, Bonhoeffer meant 

that Jesus calls us to die to our old way of living, to die to our old self.  Rev. Ruttan didn’t dwell 

on this aspect of the passage, but continuing last week’s theme, but we are going to pick up on 

it today as we dive into Leviticus. 

 The second great things that happened here last week was the launch of October’s 

Orange Idea.  IF you’re new to Westminster, our Orange Ideas are family-friendly activities for 

growing our faith.  For October, we’ve zeroed in on the Thanksgiving theme of gratitude – if you 

were here, you’ll remember that Rev. Ruttan, playing the role of a wee boy, brushed his teeth 

with a hairy toothbrush (guess you had to be here) and then, at the end of each busy day, he 

and his ‘mommy” wrote down something they were thankful for and tucked it away in their 

Gratitude Box.  And that’s where we are going to pick up this morning – right there with the 

Gratitude Box.  We are going to discover a deeper shade of orange.  The object lesson for 

children in this month’s Orange Idea is a powerful and tactile one -  a really solid way to have 

children reflect on their many, many blessings.    But as adults, we need more than an object 

lesson, don’t we?  We need to put our thankfulness, our gratitude, into action. 

 WT Purkiser, a 20th Century preacher and theologian with the Church of the Nazarene 

who focused his work on the gifts of the Holy Spirit says: “Not what we say about our blessings, 

but how we use them, is the true measure of our thanksgiving”. That bears repeating:  “Not what 

we say about our blessings, but how we use them, is the true measure of our thanksgiving”. 

 It turns out that the Bible has a lot to say about this deeper shade of orange. The Bible 

talks about our need to give thanks using the words, thanks, thank, thanking, thanksgiving, 

grateful, gratitude and blessings – 162 times.  162 times we are provided instructions to be 

thankful. You know how annoyed your kids get when you tell them something not once, not 

even twice, but three times?  If we’re parents, we’ve heard it, if we were ever kids, we’ve said it: 

“Mo-om, you told me that already!!”, with the full eyeball roll for maximum effect.  But in 

Scripture, God tells us 162 times to express thanks, to recognize and rejoice over our blessings, 

Folks, I think it’s fair to say that this makes us really, really slow learners. 

 And God doesn’t leave it there.  Remarkably, he also tells us, 163 times, that we are to 

bless others, or to be a blessing to others.  This is no coincidence!  162 times, we are told to be 

thankful, 163 times, we are told to bless others, to be a blessing to others.  This is the most 

compelling evidence of the “pay-it-forward” principle we have. 

 Now those of you who have heard me preach and who were taking copious notes, might 

remember that I don’t like books with unsatisfying endings.  I always use Yann Martel’s Life of Pi 

as an example.  In other circumstances, I’d say that if you don’t know what I’m talking about, 

you should read it.  But trust me on this one, the ending is stunningly unsatisfying, so frankly I’d 
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skip it .  This is much like the year 200o movie, “Pay it Forward”.  The premise for the movie is 

fantastic – a young boy, played by Haley Joel Osment – as a class project, the boy starts a 

goodwill movement to spread kindness.  He was shown kindness to someone and then he 

showed unsolicited kindness to three other people.  The movie was only 2 hours long, so his 

goodwill movement spread fast.  But like Life of Pi, the ending was horribly unsatisfying (I won’t 

spoil it for you if you haven’t seen it).  But, despite the ending, the object lesson was really 

compelling:  Pay It Forward.  In Scripture, God tells us 163 times, 163 times, to PAY IT 

FORWARD.  Be a blessing to others.  Would you put that on your resume? Maybe under your 

“Objectives” section? Maybe something like this – “I want to be a blessing to others”.  Or how 

about “First, I want to rejoice over the blessings I have received and I want to be a blessing”.  

I’ve read thousands of resumes – neither of those statements has ever appeared. 

 What I know to be true about God’s word, is that we are never told to do something 

without there being an example set before us.  So today, on this Thanksgiving Sunday, let’s dive 

into the Word and find out how the Israelites dealt with gratitude.  Grab your pwe Bible if you 

will, and turn with me to Leviticus 25, beginning at verse 8. Leviticus is the third book of the 

Bible, after Genesis and Exodus, right near the front.   

The Year of Jubilee 
You shall count off seven weeks of years, seven times seven years, so that the period of seven 

weeks of years gives forty-nine years. Then you shall have the trumpet sounded loud; on the 

tenth day of the seventh month—on the day of atonement—you shall have the trumpet sounded 

throughout all your land. And you shall hallow the fiftieth year and you shall proclaim liberty 

throughout the land to all its inhabitants. It shall be a jubilee for you: you shall return, every one 

of you, to your property and every one of you to your family. That fiftieth year shall be a jubilee 

for you: you shall not sow, or reap the aftergrowth, or harvest the unpruned vines. For it is a 

jubilee; it shall be holy to you: you shall eat only what the field itself produces. 

 The Book of Leviticus is essentially instructions for priests, who were of the Tribe of Levi.  

It starts with God’s instructions to Moses about establishing a Tabernacle (a Tent of Meeting for 

the dwelling of God’s Holy Presence).  We are not certain who wrote it, but Biblical and Hebrew 

scholars agree that it was written in about the 6th Century BC.  It continues to be very important 

to the training of Jewish Rabbis not only because of its instructional format, but because it 

introduces the concept of mitzvah, which we talk about shortly. 

 I find this passage to be mind boggling.  Every 50 years, the Israelites were called to 

reflect on the fact that every good gift they enjoyed came from God, particularly the land and all 

that it produced.  Every 50 years, a trumpet was sounded on the Day of Atonement to kick off 

this Year of Jubilee.  The Day of Atonement or Yom Kippur, was, and is, the holiest day of year 

in the Jewish calendar – a day of fasting and of prayer, seeking forgiveness for sins and 

reconciliation with God.  In the 50th year, immediately after the Day of Atonement, came the 

Jubilee – unbelievable things were to happen – communal land was to be returned, slaves were 

freed and everyone was to return to their family.  This return to family did not necessarily mean 

a physical move to return to family, but often meant a reconciliation with family, the healing of 

broken relationships.  There was to be on farming, but people were to eat what was naturally 

produced because God would provide abundantly. 
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 In verse 17, the Israelites are further commanded:  “You shall not cheat one another”; 

and, in verse 35 “If any of your kin fall into difficulty and become dependent on you, you shall 

support them. They shall live with you”. 

 And with these words, the Israelites are provided with the foundational tenet of their 

faith, the foundational tenet of our Christian faith, the mitzvoth. The mitzvoth is all about 

relationship:  relationship between God and human beings, and the relationship between fellow 

human beings.  Baruch Schwartz, the great Hebrew scholar at Princeton University, says this 

about mitzvah:  “the love of one’s neighbour is a divine command, and every offence against 

one’s fellow human being desecrates the name of God”.  Let’s hear that again:  “the love of 

one’s neighbour is a divine command, and every offence against one’s fellow human being 

desecrates the name of God”.  The Book of Leviticus provides the clearest articulation of the 

reason for our existence – God has entered into a relationship with us so that we might 

perpetually sanctify his name and we sanctify his name by being a blessing to others.  Here, the 

Israelites re commanded, not offered a menu of options, but commanded, to a Year of Jubilee – 

a year in which they were to thank God continually for 49 year of blessings and to pay those 

blessings forward.   

 The Hebrew word for jubilee is joval and was translated into Latin as jubilare, which 

meant to “shout with joy”.  In modern English, jubilee is used almost exclusively for celebration 

(and sometimes to describe desserts  ), particularly for 50th anniversaries.  A jubilee is an 

entirely joyous occasion.  “Shout with joy” – have you done that lately? 

 162 times we are told to be thankful – that’s a passive activity – that’s our October 

Orange Idea for kids – record your thanks and pop it into your Gratitude Box. BUT, as adults, 

we need to pay attention to the the fact that 163 times we are commanded to ACTION – 

commanded to bles others, commanded to be a blessing.  Add it to your resume, even invisibly, 

but not as “I want to be a blessing to others”.  Rather, add it to your resume as “I will be a 

blessing to others” – intent is NOT enough!! 

 What sets us apart from the Israelites in Leviticus?  One thing, and one thing only, my 

friends:  we are an Easter people.  Our Jubilee, our celebration of thanksgiving does not start 

with a Day of Atonement.  We live in the sure knowledge that Jesus Christ, on of God, has 

already atoned for our ine, has already paid the price for our sins.  We are called, therefore, to 

shouts of joy TODAY!  We are called, therefore, to pay if forward TODAY! 

 What are you going to do with your Gratitude Box on November 1?  How will lead in your 

family to show thanks by being a blessing to others?  There are simple ways to start, some 

quick wins, some low hanging fruit, if you will: 

The first is this:  Start by zipping your lip – be a blessing by refraining from gossip, be a 

blessing by what you don’t say when you are irritated or frustrated or tired.  Don’t be careless of 

thoughtless with your words. 

The second is: Follow this up by opening your mouth and speaking gentle words of kindness to 

everyone.  So many people do so many things for us each day – start by randomly thanking 

people.  Thank to person who bagged your groceries, thank the person who picks up your 
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garbage, thank the person you made your coffee – you get my drift.  I recently called a Wendy’s 

in Barrie to thank the manager for the extraordinary lengths her team went to in order to cater to 

a food allergy.  After a long silent pause, she responded by saying “I have worked here for 6 

years and nobody has ever called ot thank me”.  Be a blessing.  Use words of encouragement 

to build up your spouse, your children, your mother, your father, your friends.  Paul tells us in 

Ephesians 4:29 to encourage one another and build each other up – make words into silver 

boxes – gifts that will be cherished for many years to come.  You don’t have to spend money to 

show kindness!   

  You know that old adage, “do as I say, not as I do”?  We;;, that’s not one that God 

ascribes to.  He commands us 162 times to be thankful, 163 times to be a blessing, but there 

are 226 times that we are told specifically how God blesses us.  PAY THAT FORWARD!  Don’t 

just say a robotic “thank you” – be a blessing. 

 As we prepare to leave this place, I challenge you to start each day by looking at 

yourself in the mirror and saying this – it’s a slightly modified version of a brilliant quote from the 

surrealist painter Salvador Dali: 

“Each day, I awake with the most exquisite sense of joy – the joy of being a child of God.  And I 

say to myself, in a sort of rapture, how can I be a blessing today, this child of God?” 

How can you be a blessing today, you child of God? 

 

 

 


