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The Thanks We Give

Editorial of The New York Times

t’s not the turkey alone we’re grateful for (1). Not the cranberry sauce or the

stuffing or even the pumpkin pie. Some of the people seated at the table are

strangers — friends of friends, cousins of in-laws (2) — and some are almost

desperately familiar, faces we live and work with every day.

In any other week, today would merely be Thursday and the gathering of
all these people — the cooking and serving and cleaning — a chore. But today
it doesn’t feel that way. The host — perhaps it’s you — stands up and asks that
we give thanks, and we do, each in our own way. And what we’re thankful for

is simply this, the food, the shelter, the company and, above all, the sense of
belonging (3).
As holidays go (4), Thanksgiving is in some ways the most philosophical

(5). Today we try not to take for granted the things we almost always take for
granted. We try, if only in that brief pause before the eating begins, to see

through the well-worn patterns of our lives (6) to what lies behind them. In

other words, we try to understand how very rich we are, whether we feel very
rich or not. Today is one of the few times most Americans consciously set
desire aside, if only because desire is incompatible (7) with the gratitude — not
to mention (8) the abundance (9) — that Thanksgiving summons.

It’s tempting to think that one Thanksgiving is pretty much like another,
except for differences in the guest list and the recipes. But it isn’t true. This is
always a feast about where we are now ( 10). Thanksgiving reflects the

complexion (11) of the year we’re in. Some years it feels buoyant, almost
jubilant in nature. Other years it seems marked by a conspicuous humility

uncommon in the calendar of American emotions (12).

And this year? We will probably remember this Thanksgiving as a banquet
of mixed emotions (13). This is, after all, a profoundly American holiday.




The undertow of business as usual seems especially strong this year (14). The

shadow of a war and misgivings over the future loom (15) in the minds of
many of us. Most years we enjoy the privacy (16) of Thanksgiving, but this
year, somehow, the holiday feels like part of a public effort to remember and

reclaim for ourselves what it means to be American (17).

That means giving thanks for some fundamental principles that should be
honored (18) every day of the year in the life of this nation — principles of
generosity , tolerance and inclusion. This is a feast that no one should be turned
away from. The abundance of the food piled on the table should signify that
there is plenty for all, plenty to be shared (19). The welcome we feel makes

sense only if we also extend it to others (20).
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My Secret Predawn Rite

from Newsweek by Suzanne B. Levine

ime was in my life when the dawn happened to other people (1). I was

definitely not a morning person; I associated the sunrise with long plane

flights across many time zones and groggy strolls around strange cities waiting
for my hotel room to become available (2). Then I had children, and the first

light took on new meaning (3). Sometimes it was the sigh at the end of a

fretful night up with a feverish baby; or the opposite, the joyous cry of an
exuberant 3-year-old eager to get the day going. It was only later, when
mornings were taken over by the getting-to-school frenzy, that I discovered the
serenity of the surprisingly fast transition from night to day. For the small price
of 15 minutes of sleep I could buy 15 minutes of solitary peace — with a cup of
coffee and the newspaper. Given the tidbit of time at my disposal, I developed
the habit of skimming the paper, which quickly came down to a surreptitious

and almost superstitious ritual of checking out obituaries (4).

At first I attributed this new habit to advancing age — I had recently turned
40 — and glumly concluded that I was becoming morbid (5). But why, then,

was I finding my secret rite so uplifting (6) Finally (7), after many years of

starting the day this way, I have figured out that I am doing it not to obsess
about death but to find out about life. Real life. Obituaries capture the

benchmarks of life span without passing judgment or making order out of the

events (8). The high points are easy (9) — Pulitzer Prize winners joke that as

soon as they are named they know what the headline is going to be on their

obituary — but I read most attentively for clues to the defeats and the flatline

periods, the inexplicable changes of heart and the twists of fate, the gambles and

the unexpected consequences, the loose ends (10).

The message that comes through over and over is that although there are

times in any life when things seem to be proceeding step by logical step, the



whole is mostly random and askew. Life, as every biography and obit I have

ever read confirms, is what happens when you are making other plans (11).
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