
Giving Thanks 

 

There's a sense in which I always find Thanksgiving to be a somewhat 

embarrassing holiday. I associate it with the years of grammar school where we 

all dressed up like pilgrims and Indians -- or our understanding of what pilgrims 

and Indians looked like -- and paraded out to a table where we sat down and ate 

pudding together. Come to think of it, I have no idea why there was pudding, that 

hardly being traditional Thanksgiving fare in anyone's mythology, but there it was. 

I suppose talking about Thanksgiving makes many of us uncomfortable because 

it's so often presented in the form of a patriotic myth in the form of history. We 

learn the story of brave pilgrims fleeing religious oppression to a life of freedom in 

the "new world." Never mind that their religion was narrow-minded and 

exceedingly restrictive, or that the world they fled to was hardly "new," having 

been there with its own set of residents all along. We hear of the "noble savages" 

they encounter who help them through, but not of the cost to those native 

people whose friendship and help was eventually met with acquisitive greed. We 

remember the bounty of the Thanksgiving feast, but not the many people who 

died of starvation and disease before that point. It's hard to talk about 

Thanksgiving because all too often it becomes sentimental, false, the hard 

questions tucked securely into the background. 

And it's hard because, unlike some holidays such as Columbus Day, which is 

clearly better off swapped for Indigenous Peoples Day, there is also something 

about Thanksgiving which is real, important. Admittedly, any holiday which 

features eating large quantities of delicious food is hard to dismiss. But the real 

Thanksgiving, by origin and intent, has nothing to do with the mythology of 



Pilgrims and Indians. During the American Revolution, the Continental Congress 

designated one or more days of thanksgiving a year, and in 1789 George 

Washington issued the first Thanksgiving proclamation by the national 

government of the United States; in it, he called upon Americans to express their 

gratitude for the happy conclusion to the country’s war of independence and the 

successful ratification of the U.S. Constitution. His successors John Adams and 

James Madison also designated days of thanks during their presidencies. 

In 1827, the noted magazine editor and prolific writer Sarah Josepha Hale—

author, among countless other things, of the nursery rhyme “Mary Had a Little 

Lamb”—launched a campaign to establish Thanksgiving as a national holiday. For 

36 years, she published numerous editorials and sent scores of letters to 

governors, senators, presidents and other politicians, earning her the nickname 

the “Mother of Thanksgiving.” 

Abraham Lincoln finally heeded her request in 1863, at the height of the Civil War, 

in a proclamation entreating all Americans to ask God to “commend to his tender 

care all those who have become widows, orphans, mourners or sufferers in the 

lamentable civil strife” and to “heal the wounds of the nation.” 

He didn’t say anything about Plymouth, let alone pudding. And, of course, the US 

hardly invented the idea of a holiday for giving thanks. People around the world 

have held rituals of thanksgiving for time immemorial. Thanksgiving is, after all, 

about gratitude. It invites us to remember that we live not only by the work of our 

minds and hands, but also through the sheer giftedness of life. We live not only by 

what we earn, what we deserve, but even more by what we are given out of the 



generosity of the universe which we can never match or return. Thanksgiving 

pushes us to acknowledge that there is no way to repay the debt of all we are 

given. All we can say is thank you. If for only one day a year we make sure that we 

stop and acknowledge our place in the world with the gift of gratitude. If only for 

one moment, after the rushing and the cooking and the greeting and seating of 

guests, if only for one moment of one day a year we simply stop and say "thanks" 

then we and the world are better for it. 

Perhaps the pity is that these moments of gratitude are not built into more of our 

lives. We might turn to the Jewish tradition as an example of another way. As you 

may know, Judaism provides very explicit blessings, ritual formulas of gratitude, 

for just about anything and any occasion that you care to mention. Before you eat 

a meal, it must be blessed. Before you drink liquid it must be blessed. There is a 

blessing for seeing the ocean, or a rainbow, or a teacher. There is a blessing for 

going to the bathroom in the morning—“openings, openings, passages, 

passages.”  

Tradition says that in reciting the blessing, in giving praise and gratitude to God 

for the creation of the things of the world, there is a way in which you return to 

that moment of creation. In reciting the blessings, the worshipper draws a line 

from an element of the world to the divine, passing through the Self. To recite the 

blessing is to reconnect the everyday with the Holy.  

It is said that the one who neglects to say the blessings is a thief. To omit the 

blessings, to forget the acts of gratitude, is to take without acknowledging the 

larger life of which we are a part. If I enjoy the things of this world and I give 

thanks, then my enjoyment is part of the flow of life as a whole as I participate in 

creation. If I enjoy the things of this life without placing what I take from the 



world in a larger context, then I am a thief, since I take without the accompanying 

movement back toward creation.  

There is, however, one alternative that is worse yet. The Talmud says: "In the 

future each man will have to give account for having seen wonderful foods -- and 

not having eaten them." Worse than a thief who makes no move to return the act 

of creation of which they enjoy the fruit, is one who takes no part in creation at 

all. To live in a world full of wonders without noticing what surrounds us is to 

refuse a gift in the rudest possible way. Alice Walker puts it better than I can in a 

conversation between Celie and her friend Shug in The Color Purple: "Listen," 

says Shug, "God love everything you love -- and a mess of stuff you don't. But 

more than anything else, God love admiration." 

"You saying God vain? I ast." 

"Naw, she say. Not vain, just wanting to share a good thing. I think it pisses God 

off if you walk by the color purple in a field somewhere and don't notice it." 

"What it do when it pissed off? I ast." 

"Oh, it make something else. People think pleasing God is all God care about. But 

any fool living in the world can see it always trying to please us back." 

"Yeah? I say." 

"Yeah, she say. It always making little surprises and springing them on us when us 

least expect." 

"You mean it want to be loved, just like the Bible say." 

"Yes, Celie, she say. Everything want to be loved. Us sing and dance, make faces 

and give flower bouquets, trying to be loved. You ever notice that trees do 

everything to git attention we do, except walk?" 



I walk my dogs for about an hour every day—sometimes in my neighborhood, 

sometimes in nature preserves—and I can assure you that all fall the trees have 

been flagrantly showing off, waving colors in front of my eyes, sending drifts of 

leaves through the air and around my feet. Wouldn’t it be rude of me to ignore 

the beauty of their performance, to fail to take joy? 

But then that uneasy feeling returns again. After all, it is easy for me to be 

grateful: I have a comfortable home, plenty to eat, people and animals that I 

dearly love. Not only are my basic needs abundantly filled, but my life is full of 

luxuries -- music and books, tools of convenience like a computer and a 

microwave, objects of beauty just to look at or touch. Knowing that cultivating a 

gratitude practice is good for a person’s mental and spiritual health, I figured I 

would get in the habit when I moved north. It turns out that my house came with 

a hot tub. I assure you, practicing gratitude while soaking in a hot tub is the 

easiest thing in the world. Yeah…. 

In a world where so many people are barely hanging on, how can I be thankful for 

life's bounty without smugness or arrogance? How can I celebrate all I have 

without either callously pretending that I somehow deserve so much more than 

others, or becoming mired in liberal guilt? How do I give thanks, remembering 

that I could just as easily have ended up homeless, hungry, alone, wounded in a 

war-torn land?  

The patent unfairness of the world is a theological question I don't pretend to 

have the answers to. I have no idea why I should have so much, and so many 

others so little. I do know that one of the most important forms of gratitude is 

giving, giving thanks for the goodness of the world by making it better. If I am 

grateful for my comfortable house, I can say thank you by supporting Habitat for 



Humanity or other organizations that provide shelter to those who are homeless. 

If I am grateful for the plentiful food I so often take for granted, I can give money 

to my local food bank so that others may eat. If I am grateful for the beauty of the 

natural world, I can work for its preservation. If I am grateful to live in a country 

where the free exchange of ideas is legal and safe then I can work for the 

preservation of that freedom, that all people may be allowed to live their lives 

without the burden of prejudice.  

I can make meaning of the unreasonable gifts and privileges of my life through 

practices of gratitude. But I can also remember that giving thanks is not just for 

when times are good. Lincoln established the holiday in the midst a brutal war 

that killed more Americans than any conflict before or since—not to mention 

tearing the very concept of the nation apart. Gratitude is not just a practice for 

the hot tub times of comfort. People do, courageously, find ways to give thanks 

even in the midst of crushing suffering and grief. 

I’ve known—and I’m sure you have too—people who have managed to find 

gratitude while living with brutal chronic pain or illness, and people who cherish 

their lives even as they know their death is near at hand. I know the stories of 

those who sang in the concentration camps, who made a place for the glory of 

Bach in the midst of hell. I remember the story of Corrie ten Boom, a Dutch 

Protestant woman whose family was caught sheltering Jews from the Nazis. They 

were sent to a concentration camp, locked into miserable quarters. And on their 

first night there Corrie witnessed her sister getting down on her knees and 

thanking God for the fleas that infested their quarters. "How can you do that? 

What do you mean? Are you completely out of your mind?" she asked. "Well, we 

have to be grateful for something." A few weeks later they found out that 



because of the fleas, the guards refused to come into their quarters, making it 

possible for them to hold secret prayer meetings. In the strength of that heart, 

even the fleas had a gift to give to the preservation of humanity and compassion 

in that inhumane place.  

In the front of his book of poetry Praise, the poet Robert Hass writes: "We asked 

the captain what course of action he proposed to take toward a beast so large, 

terrifying and unpredictable. He hesitated to answer, and then said, judiciously, "I 

think I shall praise it." I love that quote. I love that the captain hesitated to 

answer, that his reply was "judicious," not one of blind optimism in defiance of 

the facts. The world is large, terrifying and unpredictable as well as glorious and 

giving. There are no guarantees that our security of today will last through 

tomorrow. And yet, not in spite of that knowledge, but rather through it, 

something within us asserts, judiciously, "I think I shall praise it."  

Corrie ten Boom's sister understood a terrible, wonderful truth, a truth they 

shared with the haggard Pilgrims and the broken nation during the civil war and 

our own age of loss and grief and disillusionment. Our ability to praise comes not 

out of what we have, but who we are. We give thanks for the love we receive, but 

more than that, we give thanks out of the love that is inside us, because true 

living demands that we respond to the world with love, whatever the particular 

circumstances might be. Life invites us as a guest at the table, and whatever the 

fare may be, the open heart responds "I think I shall praise it." 


