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The origin of our National Day of Thanksgiving is known to everyone.  A delightful visit with our second graders a few days ago showed me the depth of their knowledge.  It is the meaning of Thanksgiving and especially its application in our life that sometimes eludes us.

Peter Marshall and David Manuel’s book The Light and the Glory vividly describes the hardship the Pilgrims endured those first years in the Plymouth colony.  After landing in November of 1620 they suffered a hard winter.  Nearly half their number died.  They were so fearful the local Indians would know how weak in numbers they were they buried their dead without markers.  They were constantly hungry and dealt with sickness.  At one point only five men were able to care for the sick.


Although they faced hardships we can scarcely imagine, they faithfully praised to the Lord each day, giving thanks for what they had and placing their petitions before the throne of God.  One Sunday an Algonquin Indian chief walked into their midst and saw their hopeless condition.  He brought with him another Indian from the Patuxet tribe by the name of Squanto.  He spoke perfect English and show the Pilgrims how to hunt, trap beaver, and plant Indian corn which would save the lives of the Pilgrims.

That summer they raised a good crop and Governor William Bradford declared a public day of thanksgiving, from which our National Day of Thanksgiving comes from.  They invited the Indian chief who helped them to join in the feast.  He came, but not alone.  He brought 90 other Indians.  The Pilgrims were concerned that all their food would be eaten, but the Indians did not come empty handed.  They brought five dressed deer, and a dozen wild turkeys.  The Indians also showed the Pilgrims how to make maple syrup, and a special Indian delicacy, roasted kernels of corn called popcorn.


The plentiful autumn of 1621 did not last.  Winter again came bringing illness.  A ship from England dropped anchor in the harbor bringing 35 more colonists who were without food and provisions.  This strained the all ready short supplied Pilgrims.  The spring turned to summer and a drought dried up their fragile crops.  At their lowest point the people of Plymouth had a daily ration of 5 kernels of corn for each person.  In utter desperation they fell to their knees and prayed for eight hours straight.


God heard their prayers and after fourteen days rain came, saving the crops.  A second Day of Thanksgiving was proclaimed.  Neighboring Indians again came bearing quantities of game and turkey, the bounty of the sea, and the treasures of the forest.  Their first dish, however, puzzled the Indians.  Each person, Pilgrim or Indian, received the first course, five kernels of corn.  It was a gentle reminder to all how God had been faithful to them.

God commands us to live in gratitude and thanksgiving.  Rejoice always; pray without ceasing; in everything give thanks; for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus. (1 Thessalonians 5:16-18)  Like children we need to be taught and reminded to have grateful hearts and know the meaning of thanksgiving.  Think of these five kernels of thanksgiving.


First, being thankful helps us see God’s purpose.  The Pilgrim’s story is a modern parable teaching us as a nation how God’s hand guided the ways of the Pilgrims from England to Holland to the shores of Cape Cod Bay.  God saw they survived, they were provided for, and overcame great obstacles.  The Holy Spirit worked in their hearts turning them to God for all their needs and wants.  They had a special purpose in God’s plan, and we who are their ancestors through our nationality see the hand of God’s providence even today, some 390 years later as God uses our nation for His purposes.  Can we as a nation still learn from this important lesson?

Second, a grateful heart reminds us we depend on God.  The Pilgrims did not thank God only in times of bounty, but came to Him in prayer for all their needs and wants and thank Him for even the ration of five kernels of corn which sustained them through the worst of times.  It teaches us that all we have comes from the hand of God in many and various ways.  For this we give thanks.

Third, gratitude increases our trust in God.  When the pilgrims left Leyden, Holland, for the new world, they could not see the shores of their new home.  They trusted the captain of the ship and the Mayflower’s compass.  Likewise when they landed at Plymouth Rock they were woefully in adequate to sustain their lives.  They trusted in God for food, shelter, and security of their families.  They expressed this trust in their prayers of thanksgiving in good and bad times.  Their gratitude increased their trust in God as they lived through each and every crisis that came along.  As Americans we have gone through a decade of crises on national and personal levels.  When we are grateful to God then we build our trust in Him to see us through life.

Fourth, a thankful heart can rejoice in all circumstances.  Saint Paul was no stranger to tribulations.  He wrote, Therefore we do not lose heart, but though our outer man is decaying, yet our inner man is being renewed day by day.  For momentary, light afflictions is producing for us an eternal weight of glory far beyond all comparison. (2 Corinthians 4:16-18)  Paul was refined by a burning fire that yielded a spirit of pure gold.  In our own lives the refining, which is part of God’s purpose in our life, also yields gold in our lives, a gold won by Christ on the cross and is given to His people.  I do not think it is harder to thank God in the bad times as it is in the good times.  Many are in no mood to thank God if they perceive He is not doing their will, but even in the good times they forget to thank God for his blessings because they consider only their “luck” or their own hard work as the source of good things.  No, in all circumstances we give thanks and trust in the wisdom of God.


Fifth and finally, thankfulness transforms anxiety to the peace of God.  The Pilgrims had much to fear – starvation, illness, bad weather, whether they would be attacked by Indians.  Because they thanked God in good and bad circumstances they trusted and celebrated God’s faithfulness to them, from the salvation they had in Christ, to their daily bread.  We can learn from the Pilgrims the same lesson of thankfulness, trust, and joy in our salvation in Christ and the food on our plate.


The Pilgrims gave us a blessed holiday to remember God’s answer to prayers and the rich abundance God gives to His people.  Amen.
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