Thanksgiving Day

The Third Thursday in
November

A Grateful Heart, Every Day

In everything give thanks, for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus concerning you!
I Thessalonians 5:18

Introduction

Thanksgiving is a distinctively Christian tradition. We as believers should take the lead in teaching this holiday (holy
day) accurately, so it might be celebrated “in truth” by the body of Christ. Consider this question about Thanksgiv-
ing that is sure to engender debate: When did Thanksgiving originate—was it with the Pilgrims or with some of the
earlier settlers in Virginia?

Although there were Christian celebrations at both the Virginia Berkley Plantation and at Plymouth, days of thanks-
giving have been celebrated for many thousands of years, going back to the ancient Hebrew people. One of the ways
that God called His people to remember Him and His deeds was that He instituted days of remembrance. One of
them was the Feast of Booths or Tabernacles. It was also called the Feast of Ingathering because it was at the time

of harvest. God’s people dwelt in booths for seven days to remind them of the Exodus and to cause them to give
thanks to God for their mighty deliverance. Throughout history, God’s people have always set aside special times of
worshiping and giving thanks to their great God.

Thanksgiving Defined

Enter into his gates with thanksgiving, and into his courts with praise: be thankful unto him, and bless his name.

(Psalms 100:4)

Be careful for nothing; but in every thing by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known unto

God. (Phil 4:6)

Webster defines thanks as, “an expression of gratitude; an acknowledgement made to express a sense of favor or kind-

ness received. Gratitude is the feeling or sentiment excited by kindness; thanks are the expression of that sentiment
Luke vi.”!

Webster defines thanksgiving as “the act of rendering thanks or expressing gratitude for favors or mercies; and, a
public celebration of divine goodness; also, a day set apart for religious services, specially to acknowledge the good-
ness of God, either in any remarkable deliverance from calamities or danger, or in the ordinary dispensation of his
bounties. The practice of appointing an annual thanksgiving originated in New England.”?

History of Thanksgiving in America

In Virginia, members of the Berkeley Plantation initiated the first Thanksgiving celebrations. On December 4%,
1619, a group of settlers under the conduct of John Woodleefe, their captain and governor, arrived in Virginia.
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Led by a young Episcopal clergyman, George Thorpe, they held a Thanksgiving service, thanking God for their safe
arrival. This was according to the instructions they had been given:

Wee ordaine that the day of our ships arrival at the place assigned for plantation in the land of Virginia shall be yearly and
perpetually kept holy as a day of thanksgiving to Almighty God.’

A Virginia Thanksgiving Festival is held annually on the first Sunday in November at the Berkeley Plantation.

In 1621, after a cruel winter when half of their number died, the Pilgrims were able to gather a meager harvest, and
they celebrated their first thanksgiving with their Indian friends:

Our harvest being gotten, our governor sent four men on fowling, that so we might, after a special manner, rejoice together
after we had gathered the fruit of our labors. They four in one day killed as much fowl as, with a little help beside, served

the company almost a week. At which time, amongst other recreations, we exercised our arms, many of the Indians coming
amongst us, and among the rest their greatest king, Massasoit, with some ninety men, whom for three days we entertained
and feasted; and they went out and killed five deer, which they brought to the plantation, and bestowed on our governor, and
upon the captain and others. And although it be not always so plentiful as it was at this time with us, yet by the goodness of
God we are so far from want, that we often wish you partakers of our plenty.*

In 1623, the Plimoth Pilgrims, in response to direct, miraculous answer to prayer, celebrated Thanksgiving again.
Governor Bradford’s account gives God the glory:

I may not here omite how, notwithstanding all their great paines & industrie, and ye great hops of a large cropp, the Lord
seemed to blast, & take away the same, and to threaten further & more sore famine unto them, by a great drought which
continued from ye 3. weeke in May, till about ye middle of July, without any raine, and with great heat (for ye most parte),
insomuch as ye corne begane to wither away, though it was set with fishe, the moysture helped it much. Yet at length begane
to languish sore, and some of ye drier grounds were partched like withered hay, part wherof was never recovered. Upon which
they sett aparte a solemne day of humilliation, to seek ye Lord by humble & fervente prayer, in this great distrese. And he was
pleased to give them a gracious & speedy answer, both to their owne, & the Indeans admiration, that lived amongst them,
For all ye morning, and greatest part of the day, it was clear weather & wvery hotte, and not a cloud or any signe of raine to be
seen, yet toward evening it begane to overcast, and shortly after to raine, with shuch sweete and gentle showers, as gave them
cause of rejoyceing, & blesing God. It came, without either wind, or thunder, or any violence, and by degreese in yt abun-
dance, as that ye earth was thorowly wete and soked therwith. Which did so apparently revive & quicken ye decayed corne &
other fruits, as was wonderfull to see, and made ye Indeans astonished to behold; and afterwards the Lord sent them shuch
seasonable showers, with enterchange of faire warme weather, as, through his blessing, caused a fruitfull & liberall harvest, to
their no small comforte and rejoycing. For which mercie (in time conveniente) they also sett aparte a day of thanksgiving.’

Throughout the colonial period, numerous days of fasting and thanksgiving were proclaimed by various legislatures.
Why were these deemed necessary? The first Americans, the Pilgrims, Puritans, and others had a covenantal view of
life. They believed that a Providential God was ultimately in control of every area of their lives. They believed, as the
Scriptures taught that, blessed is the nation whose God is the Lord. They believed that God required the people as
a nation to obey His commands, and for this they would be rewarded. Conversely, if they disobeyed, they would be
punished. During times of disaster or calamity, they would proclaim days of fasting and repentance, and when God
would answer their prayers they would proclaim days of thanksgiving. In the book, The Fast and Thanksgiving Days
of New England,® author W. DeLoss Love lists thousands of these days that were proclaimed by civil governments
and churches from 1620 until 1815. The typical way of observing these days was to go to church and hear a sermon.
These sermons were often printed and distributed.
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First National Thanksgiving Proclamation
On November 1, 1777, The Continental Congress issued the first National Thanksgiving Proclamation:

Forasmuch as it is the indispensable duty of all men to adore the superintending Providence of Almighty God; to
acknowledge with gratitude their obligation to Him for benefits received, and to implore such farther blessings as they stand
in need of; and it having pleased Him in His abundant mercy not only to continue to us the innumerable bounties of His
common Providence . . .

1t is therefore recommended to the legislative or executive powers of these United States, to set apart Thursday, the
eighteenth day of December next, for solemn thanksgiving and praise;

That with one heart and one voice the good people may express the grateful feelings of their hearts, and consecrate them-
selves to the service of their Divine Benefactor; and that together with their sincere acknowledgements and offerings, they may
join the penitent confession of their manifold sins, whereby they had forfeited every favour, and their humble and earnest sup-
plication that it may please God, through the merits of Jesus Christ, mercifully to forgive and blot them out of remembrance;
That it may please Him graciously to afford His blessings on the governments of these states respectively, and prosper the
public council of the whole; to inspire our commanders both by land and sea, and all under them, with that wisdom and
fortitude which may render them fit instruments, under the Providence of Almighty God, to secure for these United States, the
greatest of all human blessings, independence and peace;

That it may please Him, to prosper the trade and manufactures of the people, and the labour of the husbandman, that
our land may yet yield its increase; to take schools and seminaries of education, so necessary for cultivating the principles of
true liberty, virtue and piety, under His nurturing hand, and to prosper the means of religion for the promotion and enlarge-
ment of that kingdom which consisteth in righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Ghost.

And it is further recommended, that servile labour, and such recreation as, though at other times innocent, may be

unbecoming the purpose of this appointment, be omitted on so solemn an occasion.’

Thanksgiving For Our New Constitution
On October 3, 1789, George Washington proclaimed a national Thanksgiving Day for the adoption of the Constitution:

Whereas it is the duty of all nations to acknowledge the providence of Almighty God, to obey His will, to be grateful for
His benefits, and humbly implore His protection and favor, and,

Whereas both Houses of Congress have by their joint committee requested me to recommend to the people of the United
States a day of public thanksgiving and prayer, to be observed by acknowledging with grateful hearts the many signal favors of
Almighty God, especially a form of government for their safety and happiness.

Now, therefore, I do recommend and assign Thursday, the 26™ day of November next to be devoted by the people of
these States to the service of that great and glorious Being Who is the beneficent Author of all the good that was, that is, or
that will be. That we may then unite unto Him our sincere and humble thanks for His kind care and protection of the people
of this country previous to their becoming a nation; for the signal and manifold mercies and the favorable interpositions of
His providence in the course and conclusion of the late war;

For the great degree of tranquility, union, and plenty which we have since enjoyed; for the peaceable and rational man-
ner in which we have been enabled to establish consititutions of government for our safety and happiness, and particularly the
national one now lately instituted; for the civil and religious liberty with which we are blessed. . . .

And also that we may then unite in most humbly offering our prayers and supplications to the great Lord and Ruler
of nations, and beseech Him to pardon our national and other transgressions, to enable us all, whether in public or private
stations, to perform our several and relative duties properly and punctually, to render our national government a blessing to
all the People, by constantly being a government of wise, just and constitutional laws, discreetly and faithfully executed and
obeyed, to protect and guide all Sovereigns and Nations (especially such as have shown kindness unto us) and to bless them
with good government, peace, and concord, to promote the knowledge and practice of the true religion and virtue, and the
increase of science among them and Us, and generally to grant unto all Mankind such a degree of temporal prosperity as He
alone knows to be best.

Given under my hand, at the city of New York, the 3rd of October, A.D. 1789. —Ga Washington. 8
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First Annual Thanksgiving Proclamation

Sara Hale led a 15-year effort to bring about a national Thanksgiving Day. The last Thanksgiving editorial she wrote

was in September, 1863:

Can we not then, following the appointment of Jehovah in the Feast of Weeks, or Harvest Festival, establish our yearly
Thanksgiving as a permanent American National Festival which shall be celebrated on the last Thursday in November

in every State of the Union? Indeed, it has been nearly accomplished. For the last twelve or fourteen years the States have
made approaches to this unity. In 1859 thirty States held their Thanksgiving Festival on the same day—the last Thursday in
Nowember. It was also celebrated that year on board several of the American fleets—ships in the Indian ocean, the Mediter-
ranean and on the Brazil station; by the Americans in Berlin at our Prussian Embassy; in Paris and in Switzerland; and
American missionaries have signified their readiness to unite in the Festival if it should be established on a particular day
that can be known as the American Thanksgiving. Then in every quarter of the globe our nationality would be recognized
in connection with our gratitude to the Divine Giver of all our blessings. The pious and loving thought that every American
was joining in heart with the beloved family at home and with the church to which he belonged would thrill his soul with the
purest feelings of patriotism and the deepest emotions of thankfulness for his religious enjoyments.’

As a result, on October 3, 1863, Abraham Lincoln issued the first annual Thanksgiving Proclamation:

No human counsel hath devised, nor hath any mortal hand worked out these great things. They are the gracious gifts of the
most high God, who, while dealing with us in anger for our sins, hath nevertheless remembered mercy. . .

I do therefore, invite my fellow citizens in every part of the United States, and those who are sojourning in foreign lands to
set apart and observe the last Thursday of November next as a day of Thanksgiving and Praise to our beneficent Father who
dwelleth in the heavens . . . [it is] announced in the Holy Scriptures and proven by all history, that those nations are blessed
whose God is the Lord . . . It has seemed to me fit and proper that God should be solemnly, reverently and gratefully acknowl
edged, as with one heart and one voice, by the whole American people.™

Every President since Lincoln has made an annual Thanksgiving proclamation. The few proclamations I have
reprinted above are representative of the thousands that testify to our godly, Biblical heritage.

Celebrate Thanksgiving with Your Family!

*  Visit Jamestown, Virginia.

e Share a thanksgiving feast with family and friends. Ask everyone to give thanks to God!

*  Visit the Berkley Plantation in Virginia, site of the first Thanksgiving.

¢ Order the Plimoth Plantation Day Packet from www.facebookstore.net for your complete celebration.

* Enjoy and perform the play, “The Steadfast Faith of the Pilgrims” which begins on page 118 of this book.
¢ Journal about everything God gave you this past year for which you are thankful!

e Share food with a family in need (like the native American Indians helped the Pilgrims).

Endnotes

34

1. Noah Webster, American Dictionary of the English Language (San Francisco, CA: Foundation for American
Christian Education, 1967)

2. Ibid

No. LXXV, page 207 of The Records Of The Virginia Company of London, Volume 111, 1607-1622

4. Jordan D. Fiore, editor, Mourt’s Relation: A Jowrnal of the Pilgrims of Plymouth (Plymouth, Massachusetts: Ply-
mouth Rock Foundation, 1985), 72

b



THANKSGIVING DAy

5. Verna M. Hall, The Christian History of the Constitution of the United States of America (San Francisco, CA:
Foundation for American Christian Education, 1966), 215

6. The Fast and Thanksgiving Days of New England, Providential Perspective, McDowell, June 2002.

7. Catherine Millard, The Rewriting of American History (Camp Hill, PA: Horizon House Publications, 1991),
303-304

8. William J. Federer, America’s God and Country (Coppell, Texas: Fame Publishing, Inc., 1994), 654

9. Robert ]. Myers, Celebrations: The Complete Book of American Holidays (Garden City, NY: Doubleday and Co.,
Inc., 1972), 279-280

10. William J. Federer, America’s God and Country, 385

35



