Singing Sunday Reflections – Peter Hooge

April 22, 2018

Good Morning.  The hymn I have chosen this morning ‘Now Thank We All, Our God’ or in it’s original german text,  ‘Nun Danket Alle Gott’,   has roots that run deep in my life history and through the life history of many of you.  My story this morning,  like the hymn, is a tribute of thanks.  Thankfulness for these roots and the people  that have shaped and continue to shape my life and the lives of those around me. These roots and this hymn, dating back to the time of the reformation, are interwoven with my life, with the life of my ancestors and the spirit that brings us together here.  A significant piece of this history includes the Russian-Mennonite migration to Canada nearly 100 years ago, over 20,000 of them, between 1923 and 1929. My father was  a 12 year old, who with his 40 year old parents and his four siblings between the ages of 10 and 20, were in this group of migrants,  stepping off the train in Rosthern  to the sound of this hymn, being sung by a community of people, many he did not know,  but as he would discover was deeply connected with. The hymn was also sung during the 2 month journey that brought them to Rosthern. My aunt’s diary describes how the tension of being shipped out of Russia on freight cars, under the harsh scrutiny and brutality of a Russian regime that contributed to the unrest and fueled the revolution leading up to the exodus, continued to confront them at every train stop, until they crossed the border into Latvia. So once they were safely off Russian soil, they sang, this hymn.  As their  ship left the harbour in Latvia, leaving European soil  for the North Sea voyage that would take them to Southampton, and then eventually to Canada, they again sang this hymn. This hymn was the 606 of that time.
Another quote from my Aunt Katie written to her nieces and nephews before she died in 2001: 

“Seventy-Five years have passed since we came to this country. We are thankful to the Lord who made it possible for us to leave Russia. May we have been as asset to our new homeland and a blessing to our churches, communities and the neighbours.” End of quote. This is my prayer. 

I am Thankful to God for my grandparents who I never had the chance to meet. I am humbled by their sacrifice, indebted to their bravery and leadership, risking everything so that I might benefit. 

I pray that I can do my part in living up to this sacrifice, sharing the spirit of Thankfulness with those around me, including my children’s and grandchildren’s generations so these stories are not forgotten, but perhaps more importantly, that the spirit behind these stories is not forgotten.   Now Thank We All, Our God, with hearts and hands and voices. God, grant in each of us, hearts of love and acceptance, hands of service and support, and voices of integrity and justice in our homeland, and within our communities, our church and our families.

The german words for verse one are in the bulletin. Let’s sing verse 1 in german in unison, followed by verses 1, 2 and 3 in English, # 86 in the blue hymnal. 

