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 This history of  Thanksgiving in America is so much more that the retelling of  that 

three-day feast in 1621 shared by the Wampanoag and the Puritan Pilgrims. This history of  

Thanksgiving stretches across millennium, as Christians, in our history goes back to the 

Exodus story of  Hebrew people preparing to enter their Promised Land.  

It is tempting to start this sermon there with Moses as he preached with their Promised 

Land as his backdrop. But there is an old rule in preaching that says the unknown is best 

learned in terms of  the known. So, let us begin instead with what we all know, 2020.  

 We all seem to believe that sometime in 2021, we will all look back at 2020 and say. 

“That was a hard year!” Like three large rivers coming together, the confluence of  contentious 

national politics, a global pandemic that is sometimes a painful way to die but often caught 

with no symptoms, and America’s ongoing struggles with race and privilege have made one 

giant whirlpool in the flow of American history. No doubt about it, 2020 was a hard year that 

is not over yet. Beginning Thursday, we will observe our winter holidays—bright points of  

human warmth in our coldest season. Celebrations that can remind us of how hard this year is. 

 Thanksgiving as we like to celebrate it must be completely rethought. As a woman who 

owns both enough china and a large enough family room to host up to twenty for dinner, 

buying a small six serving turkey breast for only two people to share with plenty of  leftovers 

leaves me depressed. Somehow gathering old friends on Zoom is not the same as going to our 

smaller living room with the quiet people to work on a jigsaw puzzle or outside for a game of  

touch football in the snow. I will miss Lisa and her cousin, Jonathan, choosing to wash dishes 
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so they can catch up with each other without their parents eavesdropping. Zoom and 

FaceTime are certainly better than nothing, and even when there are still no empty screens on 

our family’s devices, it is still hard. Being thankful is a struggle in 2020. But that virtual 

gathering of  old friends may just become our new family tradition. 

 Past generations have found the national memory of  the Pilgrims inviting the 

Wampanoag for a feast so important that it is now one of  our nation’s sacred stories. With 

every hard year, the hope is always for everyone to be together at a table just like that first 

Thanksgiving feast. It could be a dining room table, a church basement table, or even a mess 

tent table—but we all hope that next Thanksgiving everyone will be able to share 

Thanksgiving in peace where ever they are, just like the Pilgrims and the Wampanoag.  

Our Thanksgiving feast has a very thin written history. The only source document 

from a single eyewitness is a single paragraph in a letter Edward Winslow sent to England in 

December 1621. When both Presidents George Washington and Abraham Lincoln drew on 

our national memory to declare National Days of  Thanksgiving in their time, our nation’s 

memory was an oral history retold by daughters of  the Pilgrims to encourage Americans 

through similar hard times. 

 Following the Civil War, our history shifted from fact to myth. (I have studied 

Thanksgiving history for years, but if  you want to know more, a good article for follow up can 

be found at https://www.umnews.org/en/news/the-making-of-thanksgiving-in-the-us.) In 

our long pattern of  racism, the Wampanoag were largely forgotten as a unique people—in my 

1960’s grade school we called them “Indians” and illustrated them as though they did not live 

with snow. If  my classmates and I knew any names of  the Wampanoag, it was only Squanto 

who happened to speak English already when he first met the Pilgrims. What is relegated to 

end notes in American history textbook is that Squanto also spoke Spanish. He had been 

captured and made a slave by Spanish conquistadors and later freed by the British. Squanto 

learned English when British colonizers returned him to America. Jamestown, Virginia had 

been established in 1607, perhaps from there Squanto was able to make his way north to his 

home by the time the Mayflower landed in New England. Like many P.O.W. veterans, 

preserving the peace for his own people was Squanto’s major objective in helping the Pilgrims. 

Before they disembarked from the Mayflower, the Pilgrims signed The Mayflower 

Compact, their guide for civic life as a New Israel in this their new Promised Land. They drew 

their inspiration primarily from reading the Old Testament exodus story, especially Moses’ 

sermons in Deuteronomy, as applying literally to their situation. As they left England to 

establish a new theocracy (God led government) while being rid of  monarchy (king led 

government), they looked at the scriptures from Exodus through Deuteronomy as their 

primary inspiration.  
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When the Mayflower landed on 11 November 1620, there were 102 Pilgrims on board. 

50 of  them would die during their first year in America. Most of  these deaths were due to an 

epidemic after they moved into an abandoned Wampanoag village; ready housing abandoned 

because of  deadly disease most likely from earlier contact with the Spanish explorers. While 

still in Europe these Puritans had rejected holidays like St. Valentine’s Day, St. Patrick’s Day, and 

All Saints Day as not being biblical. But in Deuteronomy 8 they found God’s command to 

keep a feast to give thanks and remember the hard times.  

The Wampanoag also had a tradition of  a harvest festival to give thanks for provisions 

for the winter ahead. As the hard year began in November 1620, the Wampanoag harvest and 

hunting was complete, and the Wampanoag shared their bounty with the Pilgrims. All had 

hope to get through that winter. In 1621, these two people shared a three-day feast and 

celebration that the hard year was done. Turkey was probably served, but potatoes to mash 

were still only grown in South America. This details of  the story were not taught in my 1960’s 

grade school, but all our children in 2020 learn it now.  

It is a sad fact that the Wampanoag and the Pilgrims did not get back together for a 

second Thanksgiving in 1622. In fact, their peace treaty from early 1621 did not hold for even 

a decade. In 1675 their descendants began a three-year war that resulted in 40% of the 

Wampanoag dying as casualties. The researched history now taught was replaced with the 

memory of  Pilgrims as hosts. The peace treaty’s failure is so relegated to the footnotes of  

history books that I first learned of  it when I was a doctoral student with a minor focus on 

American church history, the beginning of  my fascination with the history of  American 

Thanksgiving as a national holiday and its ongoing changes. 

 The experience shared by the Wampanoag and the Pilgrims is an American experience 

that is repeated over and over in our Christian faith history. Ever since Adam and Eve first 

sinned, expelled from the garden, and one of  their sons killed his brother (Genesis chapters 2-

4), humans have lived in cycles of  hard times punctuated with moments of  gratitude. Ever 

since Adam and Eve left Eden, God has walked in the world to bring us back to salvation, an 

act globally symbolized by gathering for a large feast with great thanksgiving at the end of  

harvest.   

Friends, we eat to remember and give thanks. Thanksgiving is so much more that a day 

for a special meal, quiet activities, yard games, and dishes washed. Thanksgiving is a sabbath we 

set aside to give thanks to God for all God has done for us.  

How we keep it changes from year to year. Sometimes the changes came with purpose 

as we attempt to live out God’s grace. For example, our family’s now traditional Thanksgiving 

mushroom gravy recipe came to us in 2014 when one person was eating a vegan diet. That 
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year I made both turkey gravy and vegan mushroom gravy. When we cleared the table, the 

mushroom gravy was all gone while the turkey gravy was almost untouched. Giving our vegan 

something to eat was on purpose. All of  us joining him began our tradition.  

Other changes seem to be “God-incidences,” a Spirit driven change rather than human 

action. For example, the traditional Gospel reading for today is Luke 17:11-20, an account of  

Jesus healing ten lepers but only one turning to say, “Thank you.” It has been read at most 

ecumenical worship services for decades. But this year, I unintentionally wrote “Luke 7” in our 

earliest planning notes, not “Luke 17.” My mistake was not discovered until I was writing this 

sermon and opened my Bible to get my quote right. With podcast worship being our primary 

way of  worshipping in this COVID year, Luke 7 was already recorded, and it was too late to 

do anything about it. Suddenly our gospel reading ungrateful lepers were replaced with one 

grieving widow, her dead son, and a community giving thanks for the miracle of  the son being 

returned to life by Jesus.  

Jesus returning us to life is a much better Gospel reading in this long year of  2020. We 

need to remember that Jesus returned a widow’s dead only son to life and all who witnessed it 

gave thanks to God. How hard she must have prayed for God to make a way for her to live 

with this devastating tragedy! How deeply her family and friends must have grieved with her 

and worried for her. And look how God answered, by having her journey of  grief  cross with 

God’s son’s journey of  life. And God’s son healed her son not for the dead man’s benefit, but 

so he could care for his widowed mother. Jesus’ healing miracles, including restoring a dead 

man to life, are always a blessing meant to bless others.  

It is a better story to resonate with us this COVID year. Through this year we have 

prayed. We prayed for those with COVID. We prayed for nurses and other front-line health 

workers. We prayed for researchers and politicians. We said their names as we prayed both for 

those whose deaths came from racism and for police officers injured in attempting to keep the 

peace. We have prayed for our candidates and for their loyal opposition. We have prayed for 

voters and vote counters. Like that grieving widowed mother, we have prayed.  

And God is answering our prayers. In every life saved by lessons learned through 

others’ treatment, God is answering our prayers. In every life saved as we wear a mask as 

protection for each other against an unseen hazard every time, God is answering our prayers. 

In both election tallies and research laboratories, God is answering our prayers. In reminding 

us how blessed we are to have loved ones we miss, God is answering our prayers. As we face 

this single day depression of  eating alone, God is with us and will answer our prayers.  

Let us remember that this Thanksgiving as we give thanks to God. Amen.   


