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I was asked to write the Thanksgiving Day feature article for this “Beacon Lights” under 

the title “Thanksgiving Day, 100 Years Ago.” As I was looking around through the library for 

suitable material to write such an article, I came in six sermons delivered by several—

outstanding pastors in the Episcopal Church delivered to their congregations on Thanksgiving 

Day. They were delivered in the years 1862-1865, which, if you will recall your American 

History, were the days of the Civil War. If we may take these sermons as a sample of the thought 

of that time, I think it will be profitable to compare their thanksgiving with ours. And since the 

times of the Civil War can in a few ways be compared with our own times, it might give us a few 

interesting sidelights on our Thanksgiving Day. 

Four of the six sermons were delivered by the Rev. A. H. Vinton, D.D., Rector of the St. 

Marks Church in New York. These sermons covered the four war years. The other two were 

delivered by Phillip Brooks to the Holy Trinity Church in Philadelphia in 1863, and by Rev. R. 

D. Hitchcock, D.D., in the Plymouth Church in Brooklyn in 1864. 

1862 was a year when the fate of the Union was in doubt. The North had suffered nothing 

but defeats, and there were many who believed that the South would surely succeed in her 

attempt to sever herself. What did the Church give thanks for? Many times throughout the world 

free thinking Christian people have risen up in the defense of free government and a free gospel. 

When tyranny or trouble threatened, the prophecy of Ezekiel was fulfilled which says, “I will 

overturn, overturn, overturn, it: and it shall be no more . . .” This was exactly what happened to 

the Jews. And now it was happening in America. Because of her conceit and self-pride that she 

had the best government in the world, God was “overturning” her so that she would be humbled 

and thus learn the lessons of brotherly love and freedom for all. And whether the cause of the 

Union would fail or succeed, the result would be a return to the blessings of democracy and 

another step in the direction of freedom for every one in the world in a realm of brotherhood. 

Therefore the church should give thanks for the humility which God was sending them. They 

should give thanks for the wonderful demonstration given by the people of their capacity for 

self-government. They should be thankful for the war that begets beautiful forms of character 

and angelic graces of better life. And if the Union should be divided, they should give thanks for 

the blessings of the past unity. 

But in 1863 things began to look a little better. The battle of Gettysburg had been fought 

and won, and the South baa reached its farthest point in the conquest of the North and was now 

slowly being repulsed. Sermons took on a little different note. It is true that the battlefields were 

strewn with the bodies of the dead and dying, but the people were admonished to turn the sorrow 

into joy, for the evils of war would result in a better manhood. The people could be thankful for 

the prosperity of the war, for the privileges that the war has brought about such as the death of 

slavery, (the Emancipation Proclamation freeing the slaves had been written) and for the 

victories at Corinth and Gettysburg. There was now some hope of a victory for the North. People 

might even be thankful for the war itself because it brought the negro to its proper place in 

society. 

  And in 1864 the Union had carried the War into the heart of the South with victories at 

Mobile and Atlanta. It was also just prior to Thanksgiving Day that Lincoln was re-elected and 

special stress was laid on the election as the major cause of Thanksgiving for that year. The 



election had proved that the people were united in loyalty for the cause of the Union, and had 

expressed their desire that in spite of talks of armistice, they were determined to carry the war to 

its final conclusion is that the South could not again rise up as it had. It was being clearly shown 

that God was on the side of the North in this righteous war and that it behooved every man to 

give humble thanks for this year of untold blessings. There was no more doubt as to the outcome 

of the war. 

1865 marked the close of the war. The Union was saved. It was conclusively shown again 

that the people’s will was sovereign. It was the end of three years of thanksgiving that carried 

with it a note of sadness. Now the people could raise their voices in true notes of praise and 

thanks to God who had given them the victory and brought the war to a speedy close. And in the 

thanks offered to God the thanks should also be given to those who had given their lives to 

maintain unity, brotherly love, equality and harmony in the world. All the thanksgiving of the 

past terrible years could be culminated in final thanksgiving that all is again peace. 

There are several ways in which our times can be compared with those days of the Civil 

War. There is again a war raging. It is true that it is not within our own country, nor is it as 

intense, but the hand of war is felt in many homes even now. Again democracy has reached a 

point where it must put forth effort to survive. And just as in the latter years of the Civil War our 

armies are in a measure successful. 

But do we find these words of thanksgiving on the lips of our people? Do we give thanks 

that the spirit of brotherhood is carried on if—someone should prove that it is? Do we give 

thanks that people have the capacity of self-government—if this were ever shown? Do we give 

thanks because war results in noble character—if someone could show that it did? Do we give 

thanks for victories and elections and prosperity of whatever sort that may be? We see 

immediately the emptiness, the shallowness, the vainness of it all. Our thanksgiving goes much 

deeper. It is easy to give thanks as they gave thanks, but it is very difficult to give thanks as we 

must give thanks. Our thanks should go beyond earthly things, beyond the time limit of one day. 

Our thanksgiving is to God for the blessing we receive of His hand. It is in the nature of praise 

and adoration because He has chosen us as His people and therefore gives us everything that we 

have, and does everything that happens to us. Our thanks should be from the heart with the belief 

that everything in this world that occurs, no matter how difficult to understand, is good for us. If 

any one event in our lives did not happen we could not go to heaven. So we do not give thanks 

for one day, but all the time. We do not limit our thanks for events that occur as we would like to 

have them occur, but for all events. 

And to these who are now serving in the armed forces, we are especially thinking of you 

and how humanly impossible it is for you to utter true thanks even for the fact that you are far 

from home, and we give you our prayers that you too may offer true heartfelt thanksgiving. 
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