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Probably the most typically American holiday which we celebrate is Thanksgiving Day. 

Its celebration has come clown to us from the Pilgrims, and perhaps because of the interesting 

facts which we know about that early celebration, there seems to be an aura of romance and gaity 

about this holiday. 

Strange as it may seem to us at first thought, the feast of the Pilgrims was by no means 

original with them or the first of its kind. Since earliest times there have been thanksgiving days 

for special mercies or favors. Perhaps one of the oldest of these specially appointed thanksgiving 

days was the Feast of Pentecost which the Israelites were told to keep. In Exodus 34:22 we read: 

“And thou shalt observe the feast of weeks, even of the first-fruits of wheat harvest….”. This 

feast of weeks is more commonly known as Pentecost and corresponds to our harvest thanksgiv-

ing in a sense. 

The Greeks also had such a day, or days, for theirs lasted nine days. 

It was known as the Feast of Demeter in honor of the goddess of cornfield and harvest. At this 

occasion sacrifices of fruit, wine, honey, and milk were made. The harvest festival of the 

Romans was called Cerelia. England had many fast and thanksgiving days in times of peril, 

famine, pestilence, or deliverance from some great evil. To cite one example, Oliver Cromwell 

proclaimed a day of thanksgiving when the English defeated the Spanish Armada. The English 

Harvest Home may have been the forerunner of our Thanksgiving Day. It stressed joy over the 

gathering-in of the harvest. In many localities it was celebrated a whole week. 

It seems, however, that America was the first to set apart one particular day each year to 

give thanks. That day, of course, has its origin in that feast of the Pilgrims with which we are all 

familiar, even though we may be sure that not one of the Pilgrims had any idea of the influence 

their feast was to have on the future. These courageous people had gone through a time of great 

hardship, a very severe winter, sickness and death, trouble from the Indians, and danger of 

famine. Of the original group of one hundred and one who had come to our shores, only forty-six 

remained. But in the fall of 1621 a great crop was gathered in and much game appeared seeking 

protection, so that this little group indeed had reason for thanksgiving. 

Historians differ widely about the details of this first Thanksgiving Day. In his book, The 

Fast and Thanksgiving Days of New England, W. D. Love points out that, contrary to general 

belief, this was not a religious thanksgiving set apart for religious worship, but a whole week of 

festivities. He quotes from an original account, Mourt’s Relation, to show that religious services 

were not even mentioned: “Our harvest being gotten in, our Governour sent foure men on 

fowling, that so we might after a more speciall manner rejoyce together, after we had gathered 

the fruit of our labours: they foure in one day killed as much fowle, as with a little helpe beside, 

served the Company almost a weeke, at which time amongst other Recreations, we exercised our 

Armes, many of the Indians coming amongst us, and amongst the rest their greatest King 

Massasoyt, with some ninetie men, whom for three dayes we entertained and feasted, and they 

went out and killed five Deere, which they brought to the Plantation and bestowed on our 

Governour, and upon the Captaine, and other. And although it be not alwayes so plentifull, as it 

was at this time with us, yet by the goodness of God, we are so farre from want that we often 

wish you partakers of our plentie." The author does not speak of religious services of any kind, 

and from what we know of the Pilgrims, it is difficult to believe that they would have mingled 



“recreations” with a religious season. We know that they had condemned that very thing in 

England. Hardly can we picture them coming home from church service in the morning and 

indulging in a game of ball in the afternoon. 

Other points of difference are the duration and the time of the first Thanksgiving. In the 

preceding quotation the author gives us to understand that the celebration lasted “almost a 

weeke”. We usually think of a one-day celebration. Lillian Eichler in Customs of Mankind writes 

that the thirteenth of December, 1621, was the day appointed by Governor Bradford. Love states 

that the exact time is not known, but that it must have been somewhere between September 23 

and November 11. Considering the pressure of their work, it is remarkable that an entire week 

could be spared for playing and feasting at any time. 

There is general agreement concerning the probable bill of fare at this first celebration. 

Undoubtedly it was very similar to ours today. Certainly, it must have been bountiful to supply 

the needs of the ninety Indian guests for three days. The traditional turkey, duck, geese, and 

venison were enjoyed, and perhaps the Indians brought with them fish and oysters as they were 

wont to do. Pumpkin pie and wild grapes must have found their way to the Pilgrim festive board 

also. 

The social character of this holiday remains to this day. It is a time of family reunions and 

of entertaining friends. As then, so now, the gatherings are always of an informal nature, gaity 

and joyousness being the order of the day. 

Some writers claim that the Pilgrims deliberately planned to make Thanksgiving Day a 

yearly affair to take place of Christmas. The Pilgrims had not approved of the celebration of 

Christmas because they considered it a relic of popery. However, there seem to be no grounds for 

such a belief. The first Thanksgiving had all the earmarks of something spontaneous rather than 

planned, something affording exhilaration to their drooping spirits. It is unlikely that the Pilgrims 

had any idea of making an annual harvest feast of it. 

You may ask then, when did Thanksgiving Day become an annual holiday? Here again 

we find wide difference of opinion, and such records as we have are incomplete and often vague. 

Two sets of records are available, church and civil; both are incomplete. Some writers say that 

the annual appointment of this day began at once. Others offer proof that only occasionally at 

first was there a revival of this day and that it was not until much later that a national holiday was 

proclaimed. It seems most probable that the various states first appointed their own Thanksgiving 

Days, and later the federal government made a national holiday. 

There was no civil records of the appointment of a special day in Plymouth until 1668. 

Church records of other colonies show such celebrations as early as 1636. Sometimes yearly 

celebrations were omitted because of special reason, war, for instance. In Connecticut by 1649 

the Pilgrims' idea of a harvest festival was an accepted custom and thereafter was appointed 

yearly by civil authorities. In the Massachusetts Bay Colony yearly celebrations were customary 

after 1660, but were not as prominent because of the Puritan influence. It is interesting to note 

that the Dutch in New Netherlands celebrated as early as 1644. In general it may be said that 

yearly appointments became customary about forty years after the origin of Thanksgiving Day. 

During the Revolutionary War the Continental Congress appointed one or more 

thanksgiving days each year, except in the critical year of 1777. These, however, were not 

harvest feasts. Some were days celebrating victories in war or deliverance from some great 

trouble. On November 26, 1789, George Washington proclaimed a day of thanksgiving for the 

establishment of the new government. Meanwhile the various states were observing different 

harvest feasts, and it wasn’t until 1863 that President Lincoln appointed November 26 as a 



national holiday. Since then the custom has been established to appoint the last Thursday of 

November as Thanksgiving Day and proclamations are made both by the President and by the 

governors of the states. Only recently, during the term of President Roosevelt was there a slight 

change in this custom. The fourth Thursday was appointed by him, and as a result we now find 

that some states celebrate the fourth and some the last Thursday of November in the years when 

those days do not coincide. 

It is fitting that we close this article with the question, what is the proper celebration of 

Thanksgiving, or how does the Christian celebrate this day? No doubt, all of us know the answer 

to this question, but a reminder is always in order. First of all, to celebrate properly we must be 

truly thankful; if that is lacking there can be no celebration, obviously. Are we truly thankful? 

Are we conscious of all the benefits we have received and do receive constantly? If so, then we 

realize too that it is only by grace that we receive them. We have merited none of them by 

anything we have done. The alone Gracious One has bestowed them on us. So our Thanksgiving 

is to God for His grace. Consequently, only the Christian can give thanks for only the Christian 

is recipient of God’s grace. The world cannot give thanks, not only because it doesn’t know how, 

but also because actually it has not received these benefits from God. For them all things work 

toward their destruction. 

We must also bear in mind that when we give thanks we must not think that we can repay 

God. Even in the world, every act of kindness, for example, cannot be repaid in kind. All the 

more is this impossible with God, for He is self-sufficient. What can we do for Him Who is all in 

all? And what can we give to Him in payment? “For the world is Mine and the fulness thereof.” 

Psalm 50:12. And later in the same Psalm we are told what is required of us: “Offer unto God 

thanksgiving; and pay thy vows unto the Most High: and 

call upon Me in the day of trouble: I will deliver thee, and thou shalt glorify Me.” vss. 14, 15. 

"And thou shalt glorify Me.” That is the requisite of true thanksgiving. We must extol His 

grace and all His glorious virtues. How? first of all, by pointing to the benefits which we receive. 

Single them out, mention them, number them. Remind ourselves that they are of grace, that we 

merit none of them, that we have forfeited all right to His goodness. Tell Him about them, in our 

prayers, in our song, and in our service. Tell others also, by our conversation and example 

testifying to His goodness and mercy. 

For what do we give thanks? Certainly not merely for good crops. If that were the case, 

what must happen when a bad year comes along? Certainly not for material things in general, for 

them many would never be able to give thanks. We cannot separate the good from the bad, and 

give thanks for the good pile, for what are we to do with the bad then? No, but we must give 

thanks for all things, for war as well as peace, for poverty as well as riches, for sickness and 

health, for death and life. For He sends them to us all, and in Christ He is our God. For we know 

that all things work together for good for His people. Our joy is in the God of our salvation. 
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