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1 Thessalonians 5:12-21 

 

 There’s a story told about two brothers who lived on adjoining farms for more 

than forty years.   One day, however, the two brothers had a misunderstanding.  As time 

went by, that misunderstanding festered and the initial irritation grew into deeper hurt.  

Until finally, the hurt spiraled into open conflict and at the end of one particularly harsh 

argument, the brothers stopped speaking to each other.   

 

 For weeks, there was silence between the two brothers.  Then one morning, there 

was a knock on the older brother’s front door.  When he answered the door, the older 

brother saw a man standing on his front steps with a toolbox in hand.  “I’m looking to see 

if you have anything I can do on your property,” the man with the tools inquired.”  “My 

last job ended recently and I need to find some carpentry work.” 

 

 The older brother thought about it for a moment and then responded.  “I do have 

one project you can do for me.  Do you see that farm over there?  It’s my neighbor’s 

farm…actually, it’s my younger brother’s farm.  But last week he did something that 

really ticked me off and I think he did it just to spite me. 

 

 If you can believe it, he took his bulldozer out of his barn and ran it right through 

the meadow between our two properties.  And now, instead of a nice, open field, there’s a 

creek between my land and his land.  He never even asked me…he just went ahead and 

did it.  Now that you’re standing here though, I have an idea of the perfect way to get him 

back. 

 

 There’s a big pile of lumber in my barn that I have saved over the years.  I want 

you to go and get all that lumber and build a fence right where the creek is.  Make it nice 

and high.  Eight feet high sounds about right.  I don’t want to see my brother’s house and 

I don’t want to see my brother again either if I don’t have to.”  

 

 “Okay, I understand what you want,” the carpenter acknowledged.  “Give me a 

little time and I’ll build you a fence and fix your problem.”  So, the older brother went to 

town for the rest of the day and when he returned home, he noticed the carpenter was 

finished with the task.   

 

 Much to the older brother’s surprise, however, what he saw in the distance wasn’t 

a fence.  It was actually a bridge.  A sturdy, beautiful, well-constructed bridge that 

stretched over the creek and connected his side of the meadow to his younger brother’s 

side of the meadow.     

 

 As the older brother stood there and stared in disbelief, he noticed out of the 

corner of his eye that his younger brother was running across the meadow.  When the 



younger brother approached the newly built bridge, he crossed over quickly.  Until 

finally, the younger brother and the older brother were standing face to face.   

 

With arms outstretched, the younger brother reached for his older brother.  “I’m 

so glad you decided to build this bridge.  Thank you, brother, especially after all the nasty 

things I’ve said and done.”   

 

While the two men embraced, the carpenter quietly picked up his tools.  And he 

set off before either brother noticed.  In search of the next job and the next place where 

someone needed a bridge built.”  

 

As each of us prepares to gather this week in some kind of safe, sanitized, 

modified, limited version of Thanksgiving, we do so in the midst of a national climate 

characterized by fracture and division.  Our toxic national dialogue predates the 

pandemic and all the upheaval that has characterized the year 2020.  At the same time, 

it’s also a dialogue where the harshness has increased in recent months, particularly in the 

wake of the recent election.  

  

The conversation we are too often having as citizens of this country is a 

conversation about fences.  And it’s focused on the various issues and lifestyles and 

practices and beliefs that separate us from one another.  Centered around the kind of 

walls we are building to prevent us from having to see and interact with people around us 

who think differently than we do.  Stuck on disagreements that have mushroomed into 

conflicts that have, over time, wound up tearing apart couples and families and long- 

established relationships. 

 

We are engaging in arguments that are tense and unpleasant.  Arguments that fuel 

the impulse to attack with our least charitable responses.  It’s reached such an extent that 

it’s hard to figure out how to move beyond what polarizes us to seek out what we have in 

common.  Or why we would even want to in the first place…      

 

Still, despite all the rhetoric and rancor, Thanksgiving this year is a good time for 

us to stem the tide.  It’s true that COVID-19 is creating its own separation and isolation.  

Causing you and me, for good reason, to fence ourselves off from those around us.  But 

that doesn’t mean we can’t use Thursday’s holiday as a springboard to dig out of the 

national rut we are in and strive for something better.  

 

Whether we are staying away from certain family members and friends this 

Thanksgiving because we want to avoid infection.  Or we’re staying away from certain 

family members and friends this Thanksgiving because we’ve just had an election and we 

want to avoid a gathering that inevitably devolves into name calling over partisan 

politics.  Or some combination of both.  The point is we could use Thanksgiving this 

Thursday as an occasion to start building.  

 

Not building higher fences so we can’t see our neighbors.  Not building thicker, 

longer walls that prevent us from seeing our own image in the faces of other human 



beings.  I’m talking about building bridges.  The bridges we build might be small or they 

might be big.  They might benefit one person or one relationship.  Or they might benefit 

whole groups of people and be transformative on a much larger scale.     

 

We simply need to start.  Recognizing that bridge building is the fundamental task 

of humanity as we forge a world where each of us is treated with dignity and respect.  

Moreover, bridge building is the work of God made known to us in Jesus Christ.  A God 

who created us to live in beloved community.  Where healing and encouragement and 

welcoming and hospitality are the principles that guide how we live faithfully together.   

 

We could start building bridges this Thanksgiving by taking Paul’s words in First 

Thessalonians to heart.  “Give thanks in all circumstances, for this is the will of God in 

Christ Jesus for you.”  The Apostle Paul was really good at inviting people to honor each 

other, to settle differences, to find common ground and to bridge divides.  

 

Or we could be a bit more subtle and underhanded.  The way the carpenter was in 

this morning’s story.  A carpenter who reminds me of another well-known carpenter…   

 

You’ve heard about the carpenter who lived long ago in Nazareth.  When that 

carpenter grew up and became an adult, he left home and began to travel the Palestinian 

countryside with his friends.  Along the way, that carpenter encountered division and 

polarization in his own time.  Everywhere he went, he witnessed communities of people 

separated from one another because they disagreed about cultural and political issues.  

Families torn apart.  Individuals who were far better at sowing the seeds of conflict than 

they were at finding pathways to reconciliation.   

 

Back then it was uncanny the number of people who wanted to enlist the help of 

the carpenter.  Hoping he would build fences for them so they wouldn’t have to see or 

interact with their neighbor…  

 

The carpenter went from town to town, finishing one job before moving on to the 

next.  And every time he went to a new place, people instructed him to build fences that 

were nice and high.  In order to help them maintain the illusion that focusing on what 

divides us from our neighbor is a better way to live than figuring out what we share in 

common.     

 

Yet the carpenter had other ideas.  Stubborn, subversive, surprising ideas about 

what he could build instead.   

 

That carpenter long ago built bridges rather than fences.  And he asks you and me 

to do the same.  Amen.    

 

  


