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T H A N K S G I V I N G  identity & gratitude

T H I N K 

TZADDIK: HOLIDAYS

Thanksgiving is the most Jewish of holidays. A story of flight, immigration, and 
success here in the New World, perhaps no other ethnic group better embodies the 
mythic narrative of the early English pilgrims than the Jews. For Jews, the ritual of 
Thanksgiving dinner reminds us of another sacred meal celebrating liberation and 
redemption – the Passover Seder. Jews know how to do Thanksgiving. 

On the façade of Philadelphia’s National Museum of American Jewish History, a sign 
reads, “Only in America.” Indeed the American experience seems to be unique in 
the long journey of Jewish history. Though reminiscent of former great centers of 
Jewish life, in some ways the American Jewish community surpasses previous 
golden ages. Never have Jews contributed so dramatically to the life of the nation. 
Never have we been welcomed so thoroughly and achieved positions of such 
esteem. In America we have transformed ourselves from the “huddled masses” of 
Emma Lazarus’ famous poem into a rich landscape of creative spiritual thinkers, 
innovative community builders, and a 26 billion dollar philanthropic “communal 
apparatus”. In many ways, it’s true what Fievel Mousekewitz says in the animated 
classic An American Tail, in America, “the streets are paved with cheese.” 

Over the coming years Millennials of the Jewish American community will begin to 
sit down to Thanksgiving dinners as true shapers of the emerging Jewish story.  
They have developed a set of values based on their unique Jewish experience – 
one which both reflects and diverges from the past. It is a more global experience, a 
less institutional experience, and an experience shaped by the State of Israel in 
many ways. Jewish Millennials will bring many new questions to the table, and will 
play an outsized role in the dynamic future of our people in the New World. 
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SITTING TOGETHER OVER THANKSGIVING DINNEr, consider the following questions

f e e l

d o 

Thanksgiving, the verb, is a central practice and value in Jewish identity. 
Coming together around the table to celebrate and express gratitude 
for the many gifts in our lives and history is one of the foundations of 
Jewish ritual. Many of the Jewish calendar’s sacred meals trace their 
origins to festivals of harvest – much as the American Thanksgiving 
celebrates the plenty of harvest, so too do Jewish feasts begin with 
giving thanks for the abundance of this world. 

In many ways, the entire project of Jewish spirituality and ethics is to 
enable us to cultivate lives of gratitude and thanks giving. We look 
around ourselves and see how our journeys in this lifetime are so 
precious – each sunset, each relationship is a great gift. We look about, 
and with tremendous gratitude we say Baruch Atah Adonai – Thank 
you! 

Celebrating the plenty, we are also reminded of those who do not share 
in the abundance of our society. We are reminded of the Jewish poor, 
often overlooked because of our community’s relative wealth. One in 
four Jewish households in New York City are poor – often those who 
have most recently embodied the 2000-year-tale of Jewish expulsion 
and immigration. At Thanksgiving dinner, gratitude is also accompanied 
by humility and a renewed determination to seek Tzedek / Justice for 
those in need. 

Tell your family’s “Jewish story” since arriving in America. 
How has each generation added a new chapter to this story?

For what and to whom do you have to be grateful for this year?

How will you contribute over the coming season to ensure 
(even in little ways) that those in need have a share of the plenty?
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