  The Harvest Festival of Thanksgiving

At this time of year many people reflect upon the Pilgrims and the origin of our
American Thanksgiving holiday. Some contend that it either never occurred or was
not a friendly affair with a legacy of genocide. Hopefully some context and clarity
can help remove these myths and bring factual balance. Consider some of these
facts: (1) We do not know when the actual harvest feast occurred, though we know
it was the fall of 1621. (2) We don't know if the Pilgrims invited their Native
neighbors to a pre-planned event, but we know they feasted together. (3) The
Natives provided much of the food, and though they had turkey, venison ruled the
day.
The Pilgrims (who were not called "pilgrims" until late in the 18th century), as
children of the Reformation, "separatists" from the established Church of England,
called for days of prayer as well as days of thanksgiving. Days of solemn prayer
(and often fasting) were times of repentance for sin; known or unknown. Days of
thanksgiving were called when specific answers to those prayers occurred. Neither
of these was the origin of the harvest festival in the fall of 1621Quite possibly the
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pilgrims formed their church was a tradition developed from the ancient biblical
Feast of Tabernacles. Leviticus 23:24 establishes what was also called a feast of
booths, for the Israelites were to make temporary shelters reminding them what it
was like to live for forty years in the wilderness. This feast was also known as the
feast of ingathering, for it occurred after crops had been harvested. It was a feast of
thanksgiving and joy, celebrating God's goodness. The time of this feast was late
September through the middle of October. No work could be done on these days,
and this soon became the most prominent of all Jewish holidays. Nothing was
secular to the Pilgrims and so this plausible biblical origin for harvest festivals in the
fall of the year would have been sacred.

Edward Winslow, one of the Pilgrims who came on the Mayflower, wrote this about
the festival: "They began now to gather in the small harvest they had, and to fit up
their houses and dwellings against winter, being all well recovered in health and
strength and had all things in good plenty. For as some were thus employed in
affairs abroad, others were exercised in fishing, about cod and bass and other fish,
of which they took good store, of which every family had their portion. All the
summer there was no want; and now began to come in store of fowl, as winter
approached... and besides waterfowl there was a great store of wild turkeys, of
which they took many, besides venison, etc. Besides they had about a peck a meal
a week to a person, or now since harvest, Indian corn to that proportion. Which
made many afterwards write so largely of their plenty here to their friends in
England, which were not feigned by true reports"
William Bradford, Governor of Plymouth Colony and author of his journal Of

Plimoth Plantation, 
writes: "Our harvest being gotten in, our governor sent four men on fowling, that so
we might after a special manner rejoice together after we had gathered the fruit of
our labors. They four in one day killed as much fowl as, with a little help beside,
served the company almost a week. At which time, amongst other recreations, we
exercised our arms, many of the Indians coming amongst us, and among the rest
their greatest king Massasoit, with some ninety men, whom for three days we
entertained and feasted, and they went out and killed five deer, which they brought
to the plantation and bestowed on our governor, and upon the captain and others.
And although it be not always so plentiful as it was at this time with us, yet by the
goodness of God, we are so far from want that we often wish you partakers of our
plenty."

To state that Plymouth had the "first Thanksgiving" requires parameters. Most
cultures have some form of thanking God for a good harvest, and so the Pilgrims
were not unique nor were they the first, for that occurred among Natives for
thousands of years and also in St. Augustine as well as Berkley Plantation prior to
the Pilgrim arrival. However, this harvest festival was unique in some of the
following ways that we should remember. First, the harvest festival was the fruit of
the Peace Treaty with the Wampanoag in March of 1621. Second, it combined
gratefulness to God for both a harvest as well as friendship with their neighbors.
Third, it was a three day feast that promoted friendly athletic competition among
two cultures. These ingredients certainly make it unique in many ways!

Some of the facts we should recite and remember as we gather with our families
are the following:
(1) It was a three-day feast, not a three day fast;

(2) There were only four adult Pilgrim women alive after that first winter, hosting
over 140 people, 90 of whom were Natives;
(3) All dishes were wooden and the children served the adults;

(4) The meal probably consisted of cod and sea bass, fowl (ducks, geese, swan),
deer, and wild turkeys; and

(5) The festival included athletic events such as bow and arrow, shooting, foot
races and wrestling (the final scores were not recorded, but combining recreation
and feasting is accurate historically!)

The harvest festival we now know as Thanksgiving does share a kinship with the

other days of
prayer and thanksgiving. They all arise from
biblical precedent as holy days set aside for godly reasons. Days of Prayer in the
spring and Thanksgiving in the fall lasted well into the 19th century in New England.
Every year of the American Revolution the Congress called days of prayer and
thanksgiving. George Washington also called one in 1789. However it was
Abraham Lincoln who responded to Sarah Hale's request for a day of Thanksgiving
in 1863 which became the origin of our national holiday. He said in part "The year
that is drawing towards its close, has been filled with the blessings of fruitful fields
and healthful skies... No human counsel hath devised nor hath any mortal hand
worked out these great things. They are the gracious gifts of the Most High God,
who, while dealing with us in anger for our sins, hath nevertheless remembered
mercy.... (it is) proper that they should be solemnly, reverently and gratefully
acknowledged as with one heart and one voice by the whole American People."
It is time in America to remember to give thanks to God for His mercy and invite our
friends and neighbors to do the same. If we lift up the highest ideals of unity, we
can face the challenges of the present and, inspired by the past, restore a true
American holiday to its godly fruit!

