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The year was 1863 - 150 years ago, the nation was in the midst of a Civil War - the deadliest war in the American history.  When all the dusts were settled, more than 625,000 combat American soldiers died from both sides of the battlefield, and that’s not including countless civilian casualties as well.  The casualty numbers were pretty staggering considering there were more American soldiers died in combat in this war than any other American casualties from WWI, WWII, the wars in Korea, Vietnam, Iraq and Afghanistan…COMBINED!!!

It’s unfortunate that a nation would declare war on our own people, but at what cost and for what cause.  Was it simply for the rights to secede from the Union, the right to own slaves in the expanded territories in the western frontier, or perhaps simply one’s pride and ego of the human spirit? 

As you would imagine, it was not easy to be the President when the nation was clearly divided.  But that’s the challenge that Abraham Lincoln must face when he took office in 1860 after winning the election with little or no political support from the South.  Maintaining the spirit of Unity in the midst of a conflict in a divisive nation defined Lincoln’s abbreviated presidency and ultimately paying the price with his own life.  Ironically we reflect upon this thought on the heel of the 50th Anniversary of the Assassination of John F Kennedy, who also shared the similar fate exactly 100 years after Lincoln.  

Born in 1809 in a little town in central Kentucky, Lincoln was raised in a Baptist family but as an adult he flamboyantly rejected organized religion and never really joined a congregation, although interestingly his wife was a devout Presbyterian.  As a matter of fact, those who were close to the President wrote very little about Lincoln’s faith and how that might have, if at all, affected his leadership.


On 9/28/1863, a 74 year old magazine editor – Sarah Josepha Hale, wrote a letter to President Lincoln urging him to consider declaring an official national day of Thanksgiving.  Interestingly Sarah Hale was an author and a composer who wrote “Mary had a little lamb”.  While looking for a rallying point of unifying the people of a very much divided nation, Lincoln publically proclaimed that on the last Thursday of the month of November to be a day of Thanksgiving to God.  

Now, keep in mind that this was not the first Thanksgiving that many of the settlers celebrated.  The first documented Thanksgiving feast was celebrated between the Plymouth Pilgrims and the Wampanoag Indians in 1621.  But it was Lincoln who officially declared it a national day of Giving Thanks 150 years ago this week!  

Now, having an official Day of Thanksgiving may not seem as much of a big deal, but from a political and religious standpoint, it was.  It unified the nation with a common holiday to dedicate and remember our thanks to not only those who gave their ultimate sacrifice by fighting for the cause of this country but to the One and Almighty God who has given us much blessings in our lives, whether we are at war or at peace with our neighbors.  


Although he did not write those words on the Proclamation of Thanksgiving himself, Lincoln did appoint his Secretary of State William Seward to draft it and he did sign and seal it in 1863.  On this Proclamation, it read…..   

 “I recommend to them that while offering up the ascriptions justly due to [God] Him for such singular deliverances and blessings, they do also, with humble penitence for our national perverseness and disobedience, commend to His tender care all those who have become widows, orphans, mourners or sufferers in the lamentable civil strife in which we are unavoidably engaged, and fervently implore the interposition of the Almighty Hand to heal the wounds of the nation and to restore it as soon as may be consistent with the Divine purposes to the full enjoyment of peace, harmony, tranquility and Union.”


Many historians debated that this wasn’t anywhere close to portraying Lincoln’s religious perspective and that it was more of a political statement in an attempt to unify the nation that was in the midst of schisms, divisions and wars.  The nation desperately needed something (a rallying point of some sort) to unify us once again.  

Many even suggested that Lincoln was an atheist with many of his unorthodox beliefs when it comes to his understanding of certain Christian doctrines, such as faith, salvation, and redemption through grace and faith.  However, by the stroke of his pen, the nation was symbolically unified by remembering a common day of Thanksgiving under the One and Almighty God.


To this day, Thanksgiving remains the only holiday on the American calendar that almost every American (at home or abroad) still celebrates even though it was established under the a religious belief that the supreme God still reigns over all creations and all of humanity, in spite of the on-going conflicts of war and differences in ideology. “Hail to the Chief; Hail to the King!”

In the passage that we read earlier, from his letter to the early church in Colosse, the Apostle Paul also wrote a public letter of unification and a declaration of one’s allegiance and loyalty to the Almighty God.  It was a letter of encouragement and steadfast faithfulness to the church in Colosse, even though Paul has never met with this group of believers.  Paul even wrote this while he was being imprisoned.

The church in Colosse (in modern day Turkey) was a very much diverse and a divided church, having been influenced by the many secular cultures and pagan beliefs because Colosse was located at the crossroad of a major trade route between the East and the West.  People were exposed to so many cultures, so religious beliefs, including many pagan practices.  The major challenge for the early Christians there was not so much of whether one believes in God, but to which God?  “What makes our God – that is the God with the “G”, supreme over all the other gods?  Why not believe in all the gods instead of believing in only one and only God?”   

In a pluralistic society, Paul was extremely concerned about those who had embraced the true God, yet exposed to the influences by other forms of faith and religious practices.  What made them to believe that Christ was their ultimate King who reigns supreme over them?  It is difficult to follow through in our lives with what we believe, especially when our faith and allegiance are being competed constantly.  We are being bombarded with messages and influences in our lives that draw us away from our God.

Unfortunately the world in which we live today is not very much different from what it was then.  There are many “godly” influences out there competing for our time, our energy and our devotion.  Many people, especially among many young people today are steered away from “organized” religion, yet they called themselves as spiritual and believe in some form of Higher Power, who may or may not be the GOD that we know of.  They may know “about” God, or even acknowledge the existence of such God, but never necessarily pursue to “know” God personally or have any desire to be known by God….kind of like Abraham Lincoln was 150 years ago back then.  


In our passage today, the Apostle Paul affirmed the Colossians the supremacy of Christ, that Christ is still the Lord of all creation, the head of the church, and the ruler of our lives.  It was Christ who makes the invisible God visible.  We can see Him, we can touch Him, and certainly believe in Him and His teachings.  Christ is not like God, nor is He an agent or a representation or an “Avatar” of God, which is a Hindu concept of an incarnate descendant of a deity on Earth.  


The true Christ was none of that because Christ IS fully human and also fully God!  It was Christ who bridges the gap that eternally separates us humanity with God.  This Christ is more than just a prophet and a teacher, He is the one and only God in whom we follow and trust.

The same Christ who was hailed as the King also suffered a cruel death at the hands of the state on a cross.  It was the same Christ the King who ruled over all creation also entered the world as a lowly baby born in a manger, not a royal palace.  It was the same Christ the King, whom we will read later on, as part of our Affirmation of Faith, who emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness and being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death-- even death on a cross.
   

This King, however, was no ordinary King.  This King, as our Commander-in-Chief, would not be confined by any geo-political boundary.  He had no military army or chariots.  He had no palace to be born into but a humble stable.  The world did not make “room” for Him upon his arrival but He came nevertheless offering the ultimate gift of salvation for humankind.  His greatest triumph and his reign were established not on his throne but paradoxically upon the cross – a cruel Roman execution device, which became a powerful universal symbol of triumph and victory.  He established His reign as King not but force or military might but by acts of mercy, grace, humility and compassion.  He was truly the Lord of the Reign!

Although the context might be different back then as supposed to what it is now, but Christ’s mission here on earth remains the same – to proclaim the good news of salvation of the Lord to all people.  You and I are the recipients of such good news through God’s grace.  This ultimate gift of salvation was given to us as a FREE gift of grace.  Together we embrace this and we share it to those around us through our hearts of Thanksgiving.  

To follow Christ is to share the same mind with Him and to orient our lives in a new and transformative way.  To proclaim Christ as King is to acknowledge His lordship over all of God’s creation and all of our multi-faceted lives.  As Paul reminded the fellow believers in the church in Rome and to us today, that “we shall present our bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is our spiritual worship.  Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of our minds, so that we may discern what is the will of God-- what is good and acceptable and perfect.


On this final Sunday of our liturgical calendar year and on the eve of this season of Thanksgiving, we shall honor God for what God has done in all circumstances
.  Let us fix our eyes and our hearts upon Christ’s promises throughout this upcoming season of Advent, filled with expectation, hope, peace, joy, and love.  


In the name of God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit, who reigns forever and forever in our lives, Amen. 
� Proclmation of Thanksgiving, 10/3/1863


� Philippians 2:6-8


� Romans 12:1-2


� I Thessalonians 5:18
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