Giving Thanks with Open Eyes
Thanksgiving is not America’s birthday party. At its deepest, Thanksgiving is an acknowledgment of our dependence. It is the annual admission that none of us is self-made. We live by food we did not create, soil we did not form, sacrifices we did not witness, relationships we cannot control, and grace we could never earn.

That beautiful meaning is worth preserving. The familiar story of the “First Thanksgiving,” however, deserves greater honesty than we have often given it.

A shared harvest celebration really did occur at Plymouth in the autumn of 1621. Approximately fifty English colonists gathered with Ousamequin, whom the English called Massasoit, and about ninety Pokanoket Wampanoag men. They ate, visited, hunted, competed, and celebrated for three days. The Wampanoag contributed five deer, while the English supplied wildfowl and produce from their harvest.

It was not, however, called “the First Thanksgiving” by those who attended. The Wampanoag had practiced daily and seasonal traditions of gratitude for thousands of years before Europeans arrived. English harvest festivals and religious days of thanksgiving also had a much longer history. The event became known as the “First Thanksgiving” only generations later, when Americans transformed it into a national origin story.

The situation in 1621 was much more complicated than the school-pageant version suggests. Approximately half of the Mayflower’s passengers had died during their first winter. The Wampanoag had also suffered devastating epidemics during the years preceding the settlers’ arrival. Ousamequin’s decision to form an alliance with Plymouth was an act of careful diplomacy. The English needed Indigenous knowledge and protection, while Ousamequin believed an alliance with the newcomers might strengthen his people against regional rivals.

The gathering was therefore not an idyllic dinner among people who had suddenly forgotten their differences. It was a meeting between two vulnerable peoples attempting to establish a relationship in an uncertain world. There may have been genuine hospitality, curiosity, laughter, and goodwill. There were also political interests, cultural misunderstandings, and questions about land and power that would eventually become devastating. Within a few generations, English expansion had displaced Native communities, and the alliance collapsed into war, death, enslavement, and dispossession.

The meal was real. The innocence later assigned to it was not.

Why does this truth matter to Christians? It matters because our faith does not require us to deny suffering in order to give thanks. Christian gratitude is not pretending that everything is perfect. It is recognizing grace while looking honestly at the world’s wounds.

The New Testament word from which we receive “Eucharist” means thanksgiving. On the night in which he was betrayed, Jesus took bread and gave thanks. He did not give thanks because betrayal, violence, and death were good. He gave thanks because, even in the presence of those realities, God’s love remained trustworthy. Christian thanksgiving does not erase pain. It declares that pain will not have the final word.

When Abraham Lincoln established a national Thanksgiving observance in 1863, the country was in the midst of the Civil War. His proclamation called Americans not only to gratitude but also to “humble penitence,” care for widows and orphans, and prayer for the healing of the nation. Lincoln understood that thanksgiving and repentance belong together. Gratitude without honesty becomes sentimentality. Honesty without gratitude can become despair. Together, they produce humility, responsibility, and hope.

This may be the Thanksgiving our country needs now. We can gather with our families, enjoy good food, tell stories, laugh, watch (Vikings) football, and thank God for the people we love. We can also remember that our abundance has a history. Other people’s labor made our meal possible. Indigenous peoples cared for this land long before our ancestors arrived. Many neighbors remain hungry while others have more than they need. Gratitude should therefore lead us beyond appreciation and into responsibility.

If the earth is a gift, we must care for it. If food is a gift, we must remember those who are hungry. If community is a gift, we must make room for the lonely. If reconciliation is a gift, we must become peacemakers. If grace is a gift, we must offer grace to others.

Perhaps the most important questions around our Thanksgiving tables are not simply, “What am I thankful for?” We might also ask, “Who made these blessings possible? Whose suffering have I failed to see? What can I give back because I have received so much?”

Telling the truth does not ruin Thanksgiving. It rescues Thanksgiving from nostalgia and restores its spiritual power. We do not gather to declare that our history was innocent. We gather to confess that our lives are dependent upon God, one another, and the creation that sustains us.
True thanksgiving is remembrance deep enough to become humility, gratitude honest enough to include grief, and abundance transformed into love.

