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Beacon Lights and Thanksgiving Day.  Or should we say, “Protestant Reformed Youth 

and Thanksgiving Day?” Yes, it is November: and your magazine, seeking to conform to times 

and seasons, must express itself in regard to this American tradition of one Thanksgiving Day 

each year.  What is your and my attitude toward this custom?  What should it be?  “Old 

questions”, you say?  Perhaps; if so, there is a possibility that our memories need refreshing and 

that the answers of faith be recalled by us.  Besides, there is a vague possibility that to some of us 

these are new problems, that some of us may be able to learn for the first time what the attitude 

of a Protestant Reformed, no, a Reformed young man or young lady should be in respect to this 

custom of some three centuries.  And so we write, not in the hope particularly of producing 

something fresh and new on this subject—newness is not necessarily a mark of truth—but we 

write in the confidence that we have the Truth and with the hope that some of us may be induced 

to see a problem and be led to a proper solution of it. 

Webster’s tells us that a tradition is something, a custom, belief, practice or information, 

handed down from the past, handed down from ancestors to posterity.  By definition, therefore, a 

tradition is neither good nor bad and it may be either good or bad.  A tradition as such, 

objectively, may be evil.  For example, the custom of certain barbarous tribes of eating human 

flesh is an evil tradition; it is evil as such.  Or a tradition or custom may objectively be good; 

think, for example, of the custom of attending divine worship on the Sabbath; the custom itself is 

a good one, objectively considered. 

But the wrong of a tradition may be found also in its subjective side, that is, in the 

keeping of the tradition.  And that subjective evil, perhaps a greater danger than an objectively 

evil tradition, may be two-fold.  First of all, there is always the danger that an objectively good 

tradition may be changed by posterity into an evil one.  A Christian holiday, for example, may be 

changed into a worldly carnival.  On the other hand is the danger, and a very real danger it is, of 

an objectively good tradition being kept in a purely formal manner.  Thus, the objectively good 

tradition of attending divine worship on the Sabbath may become, and perhaps too often does 

become, a matter of pure custom and superstition, a mere formality. 

But while there are lurking dangers involved in the keeping of traditions, we should not 

become blinded to the fact that an almost as great danger is the flaunting of tradition.  That is a 

danger that is very prevalent in our day.  We live in an age characterized by non-conformism.  

We scorn the past.  And it is very dangerous, aside from the fact that it is, after all, impossible to 

cut ourselves off from history.  And the Christian especially should be extremely conscious of 

his being inseparably bound to the past.  Bound, he is, to the past through the Holy Scriptures.  

Bound, he is, by his own profession to be a member of the one, holy, catholic Church.  He 

cannot, and he may not attempt to, separate himself from history.  And, therefore, he should 

always hesitate to break with tradition, lest he be breaking with a good tradition transmitted by 

the saints.   

Bearing these factors in mind let us inquire into the American tradition of Thanksgiving.  

Let us inquire into the objective Thanksgiving tradition and see whether, as it had its inception 

and as it has since been celebrated, it can stand in the light of God’s Word.  And let us inquire 

into our own thanksgiving, trying to discover, if the tradition be a good one, whether we 



personally properly celebrate it; or, if the tradition be a bad one, whether our personal and 

ecclesiastical celebration of Thanksgiving Day can stand the scrutiny of Divine eyes. 

In the original celebration of Thanksgiving Day we might have concurred.  The custom is 

said to have begun in Plymouth Colony, the colony of the separatists, in the year 1621.  There, 

after a period of severe hardship, a relief ship had finally dropped anchor, and in thankfulness to 

God, the Christian governor, William Bradford, set aside a special day of Thanksgiving, which 

was characterized not mainly by feasting and merry-making, but by the expression of gratitude to 

God.  We will not question whether that same spirit of gratitude would have prevailed if the 

hardships and starvation should have continued through another long and bitter New England 

winter.  History does not tell us for the simple reason that the relief ship dropped anchor in 

autumn.  We do know, however, that Plymouth Colony was inhabited completely by the 

Separatists: and we do know that these people were a simple, pious God-fearing group, so that a 

State celebration of Thanksgiving Day was indeed a possibility.  These people were genuinely 

grateful to God and realized that they had received these things as from His hand.  Their 

Thanksgiving Day we could easily celebrate with them.    

But the day soon lost its Christian character.  In the course of history, by the decrees of 

Congress and the proclamations of various presidents, it became a national holiday.  

Thanksgivings were proclaimed for victory in war, based, of course, upon the corrupt theory that 

grace is in things.  Not only that, but in the way of its being declared a national holiday, it came 

to be celebrated by Christian and non-Christian alike.  When avowed deists can proclaim days of 

thanksgiving, it is time for the Christian to protest.  Thankfulness is not a national virtue.  It is 

the fruit of the grace of God in the hearts of His children, the children who have been saved by 

Him and now by His grace desire to praise Him in all things.  We cannot, therefore, go along 

with that national spirit which sets aside one day each year for the expression of thankfulness to 

God.  We may not go along with that spirit which declares that once a year we shall go to church 

and give thanks to “Providence” with the underlying motive of keeping that impersonal Power 

favorably disposed toward us.  We may not be deceived by the hypocritical philosophy that we 

can give thanks for victory and for prosperity, for health and life, but in lean years can only give 

thanks for the fact that matters are no worse.  “My soul, thou hast many treasures for many years, 

and now thou must also bow before ‘Providence’ and then thou canst await more prosperity”.  

The sacrifices of the wicked are an abomination to Jehovah; and the Christian may not worship 

at that altar.  In the Thanksgiving of today we may not join. 

Now let us examine ourselves in regard to our Thanksgiving celebration.  In which 

tradition do we stand?  Too often in that of the world, do we not?  It is true, is it not, that the 

Church is frequently carried along in the tide of worldly philosophy.  Isn’t it true that we also at 

least incline to give a sort of carnal thanks for prosperity and peace—a peace that always 

manifests itself as based on enmity—for life and health, for liberty and happiness.  Certainly the 

Christian gives thanks for these things, but he gives thanks for all things, receiving all things as 

from the hand of God.  Really, only the Christian can give thanks, for he receives all things in the 

grace of God.  Then when the lean years come, as they always do, when life is not so good to us, 

when we lose dear ones on the battle field, when we face defeat in war, when we lose our house 

in depression, when unemployment is our lot, we do not become envious of the wicked, who 

always seem to be favored, but we find our comfort in the fact that we are in the Lord’s way, that 

His way is best that He always cares for His own—and then we rejoice and enter into His courts 

with thanksgiving. 



That is an ideal, though—an ideal to which we attain only in principle.  For our 

celebration this year, as always, on the last Thursday of this month, will be overwhelmingly 

carnal.  For some, the worship service will be a mere formality.  For others, the church service 

will by politely omitted in the interest of preparing roast turkey.  For most of us it will be a day 

of gluttony: and for all of us, except for the grace of God, it will be a day of carnal pleasure, 

lacking in true thanksgiving. 

But by faith we have the victory, even over our own carnality.  For also in regard to our 

Thanksgiving celebration, not in the spirit of excuse, but in the spirit of true repentance, we must 

and shall confess that the good that we would, that we do not, but the evil that we would not, that 

we do.  And that is the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. 
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