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 Sometimes if we need to hear hard truths it is good to have them told to us by our humorists so 
that we can laugh before we cry.  So, Jon Stewart says, “I celebrated Thanksgiving in an old-fashioned 
way. I invited everyone in my neighborhood to my house, we had an enormous feast, and then I killed 
them and took their land.” Lest you think that we have only had this truth explicated for us in the 21st 
century, let me quote Mark Twain, “Thanksgiving Day, a function which originated in New England two 
or three centuries ago when those people recognized that they really had something to be thankful for -
- annually, not oftener -- if they had succeeded in exterminating their neighbors, the Indians, during the 
previous twelve months instead of getting exterminated by their neighbors, the Indians. Thanksgiving 
Day became a habit, for the reason that in the course of time, as the years drifted on, it was perceived 
that the exterminating had ceased to be mutual and was all on the white man's side, consequently on 
the Lord's side; hence it was proper to thank the Lord for it and extend the usual annual compliments.” 

Now despite the fact that I know this truth, I like Thanksgiving.  I have fond memories of the 
holiday.  In my young childhood Thanksgiving was at Grandma and Pop’s.  Some relative whose exact 
relation I never quite figured out always brought real cranberry relish with pieces of cranberry and nuts 
and celery.  I always looked forward to that once a year treat as I decidedly did not want cranberry 
plopped out of the can.  My aunt and uncle and cousins from Virginia often did not make the long drive, 
but my grandmother mailed my aunt a can of Cope’s dried corn for their holiday table. My great aunt 
always said grace, which was long and in King James’ English full of thees and thous.  Eventually 
Thanksgiving migrated to my aunt and uncle and cousins’ house in New Jersey.  That meant watching for 
the strong man on top of York Barbells and the Dixie Cup on top of that factory in Easton.  It meant 
seeing the boat houses on the Schuylkill and looking for any rowers out on the river.  It also meant 
playing alphabet with my sister, brother and mother to pass the time on the ride.  As my brother, sister, 
cousins and I got older, Thanksgiving came to my parents’ house held on the Saturday before 
Thanksgiving so everyone could get to both sides of their families.  My parents roasted the turkey and 
made the potato filling.  My mother’s cousin made the ham and grape sauce to go with it.  My cousin 
brought cheesecake, my sister the pumpkin roll.  For a few years my father rented a wheelchair van and 
picked up my grandmother to bring her to the gathering.  When that became impossible one of us, 
usually me, would take a Thanksgiving platter to her at the nursing home and feed it to her.  While a 
Pennsylvania Dutch Thanksgiving included potato filling and dried corn and pepper cabbage, once my 
daughter Shraé came to me I learned that in her black family Thanksgiving dinner included macaroni and 
cheese and greens.  In her younger years I would take her to her PopPop’s house where her birth family 
was cooking.  As an adult, when she has lived close enough to her sisters, she has become the host, and 
her little sister Sharrell the main cook.   

I hope that as I was reminiscing your mind wandered to your own memories, and I also hope 
that at least some of them were good. 

But as well as my own good memories, I now know that since 1970 the United American Indians 
of New England hold the fourth Thursday in November as a National Day of Mourning.  On the United 
American Indians of New England’s webpage they say, “An annual tradition since 1970, Day of Mourning 
is a solemn, spiritual and highly political day. Many of us fast from sundown the day before through the 
afternoon of that day (and have a social after Day of Mourning so that participants in DOM can break 
their fasts). We are mourning our ancestors and the genocide of our peoples and the theft of our lands. 
NDOM is a day when we mourn, but we also feel our strength in action. Over the years, participants in 



Day of Mourning have buried Plymouth Rock a number of times, boarded the Mayflower replica, and 
placed ku klux klan sheets on the statue of William Bradford, etc.” 

 According to their website, United American Indians of New England “is also a key component 
of the Massachusetts Indigenous Legislative Agenda, which consolidates the efforts of those working on 
five important bills involving Indigenous issues that are currently before the MA legislature to make a 
statewide Indigenous Peoples Day, Prohibit the use of Native sports team names and Mascots, Redesign 
the State Flag & Seal, Support Native Education, and Protect Native Heritage,” United American Indians 
of New England - UAINE.  

To my own shame I did not say anything to a teacher a couple years ago when I was substituting 
in special needs classrooms and as the children colored paper Pilgrims and Indians the teacher showed 
the children how to put their hands to their mouths and go woo, woo, woo to play Indian.  
 Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. said, “Our nation was born in genocide when it embraced the doctrine 
that the original American, the Indian, was an inferior race. Even before there were large numbers of 
(blacks) on our shore, the scar of racial hatred had already disfigured colonial society. From the 
sixteenth century forward, blood flowed in battles over racial supremacy. We are perhaps the only 
nation which tried as a matter of national policy to wipe out its indigenous population. Moreover, we 
elevated that tragic experience into a noble crusade. Indeed, even today we have not permitted 
ourselves to reject or feel remorse for this shameful episode. Our literature, our films, our drama, our 
folklore all exalt it.” 
 That I know this forces me to think about what I do for Thanksgiving and how I act or do not act 
in solidarity with Native peoples throughout the year.  

 I have not given up celebrating the day.  I think taking a day to remember to be thankful for the 
harvest of food is not a bad thing.  To remember the people who got it to our table is also a good 
thing.  A Thanksgiving prayer. Farmers grew it. Truckers drove it. Grocers sold it. We prepared it. Bless 
all those hands and help us always remember our dependence on the earth and one another.  Amen. 
Certainly, being thankful every day is a good practice, and to take one day a year to gather with others 
to be thankful together is also a good practice.  Our seventh Unitarian Universalist principle says that 
our congregations covenant to affirm and promote respect for the interdependent web of all existence 
of which we are a part. 

We may mourn as well as celebrate even as we give thanks.  Wendy Johnson of Green Gulch 
Farm wrote this meditation.  “Plants and animals in the Garden, we welcome you—we invite you in- we 
ask your forgiveness and your understanding.  Listen as we invoke your names as we also listen for you.  
Little sparrows, quail, robins and house finches who have died in our strawberry nets; Young Cooper’s 
Hawk who flew into our sweet pea trellis and broke your neck; Numerous orange-bellied newts who 
died by our shears, in our irrigation pipes, by our cars, and by our feet.  Slugs and snails whom we have 
pursued for years, feeding you to the ducks, crushing you, trapping you, picking you off and tossing you 
over our fences; Gophers and moles, trapped and scorned by us, and also watched with love, admiration 
and awe for your one-mindedness; Sowbugs, spitbugs, earwigs, flea beetles, wooly aphids, rose-suckers, 
cutworms, millipedes and other insects whom we have lured and stopped;  Snakes and moths who have 
been caught in our water system and killed by our mowers.  Families of mice who have died in irrigation 
pipes, by electricity in our pump box, and by predators while nesting in our greenhouses; Manure 
worms and earthworms, severed by spades, and numerous microscopic lifeforms in our compost system 
who have been burned by sunlight; Feral cats and raccoons whom we’ve steadily chased from the 
garden; Rats whom we poisoned and trapped and drowned.  Deer chased at dawn and at midnight, 
routed by dogs, by farmers, by fences and numerous barriers;  Plants: colored lettuces, young broccoli, 
ripe strawberries and sweet apples, all of you who have lured the animals to your sides, and all plants 
we have shunned: poison hemlock, pigweed, bindweed, stinging nettle, bull thistle;  We call up plants 
we have removed by dividing you and separating you, and deciding you no longer grow well here; We 
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invoke you and thank you and continue to learn from you.  We dedicate this ceremony to you.  We will 
continue to practice with you and for you,” (in Earth Prayers, edited by Elizabeth Roberts and Elias 
Amidon). 

Our congregations covenant to affirm and promote respect for the interdependent web of all 
existence of which we are a part. Thank you and we are sorry.  

Thank you and we are sorry is also an appropriate response to the indigenous peoples of this land.  
Our first Unitarian Universalist principle is that our congregations covenant to affirm and promote the 
inherent worth and dignity of every person, and the proposed eighth principle is that our congregations 
affirm and promote journeying toward spiritual wholeness by working to build a diverse multicultural 
Beloved Community by our actions that accountably dismantle racism and other oppressions in ourselves 
and our institutions.  That requires more of us than not using racial slurs and not painting our faces and 
doing tomahawk chops at sports games. We need to remember our own history in our culpability for what 
was done to Native peoples. Many liberal Christians who would later declare themselves Unitarian were 
part of the founding of the Society for Propagating the Gospel among the Indians and Others in 1787. “The 
goal was to “civilize and Christianize” Native Americans, as well as economically disadvantaged whites 
and, after the Civil War, African Americans.  The Society assumed that assimilation into mainstream white 
culture was morally improving,” Timeline of Unitarian Universalist Relationships with Native American 
Peoples and Nations | Harvard Square Library. In 1870 the American Unitarian Association accepted 
charge over Colorado reservations. “The American Unitarian Association (AUA) accepted charge of the 
district covering the Colorado reservation occupied by various tribes of the Ute, consisting of about 8,000 
people.  Eventually the mission was moved to Montana and established as The Montana Industrial School 
for Indians.” “In 1909 President Taft appointed American Unitarian Association President Samuel Atkins 
Eliot to the Board of Indian Commissioners.  In that capacity Eliot gave addresses such as his speech ‘From 
the Scalping Knife to the Can Opener’ which argued how only assimilation to white culture would save 
Native Americans from their own ‘barbarism.’”  In 1970 the tide among Unitarian Universalists began to 
turn and in 1993 Justice for Indigenous Peoples became a General Resolution of the Unitarian Universalist 
Association. It read, “The UUA encourages its member congregations and individual Unitarian 
Universalists to work beyond 1993 in their own regions to: learn from indigenous peoples about the 
richness of their cultures and about the problems and issues they face; support local indigenous peoples’ 
political action committees in their struggles for social justice and religious freedom; and act individually 
and through coalitions to respect and support indigenous peoples in preserving their cultural pride and 
heritage and in protecting their natural resources,” Timeline of Unitarian Universalist Relationships with 
Native American Peoples and Nations | Harvard Square Library. If I see someone saying something or 
teaching children something that is insulting and derogatory of others, I resolve not to keep silent 
anymore but to speak up.  When people tell the sweet friendly Indian and Pilgrim story that many of us 
learned in elementary school, I resolve to tell a little bit more of the story.  When I sit down to my 
Thanksgiving feast in years to come, I resolve to remember that there are others spending the day in 
mourning and protesting. An Ojibway prayer. “Grandfather, look at our brokenness. We know that in all 
creation Only the human family Has strayed from the Sacred Way. We know that we are the ones who 
are divided. And we are the ones who must come back together to walk in the Sacred Way. Grandfather, 
Sacred One, Teach us love, compassion, and honor, that we may heal the earth and heal each other,” The 
Peacemaking Circle | Laurie Haller.  Our congregations covenant to affirm and promote the inherent 
worth and dignity of every person. Our congregations are considering affirming and promoting journeying 
toward spiritual wholeness by working to build a diverse multicultural Beloved Community by our actions 
that accountably dismantle racism and other oppressions in ourselves and our institutions. Thank you and 
we are sorry. 
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