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Thanksgiving: Secular or
Religious Holiday?

Rabbi Michael /. Broyde

Introduction

Thanksgiving is a uniquely American holiday. It is no
longer (and perhaps never was) a celebration affiliated with
any particular religion or faith, although some in America
celebrate with religious ceremonies. On a social level, it is
celebrated by Americans of a broad variety of religious
backgrounds. This article discusses the halachic issues related
to the different forms of celebrating^ Thanksgiving that are
current in America.

I. The History of American Thanksgiving
Before any halachic analysis can be done, it is necessary

to place the observance of the holiday of Thanksgiving in
American^ in the proper historical context. The first

1. Two types of "celebration" are discussed. The first, and
most significant, is the eating of a festive holiday meal with
turkey and other forms of activity directly celebrating the day
(such as attending a parade). The second is a lesser form of
celebration: the intentional scheduling ofother types ofcelebratory
events such as weddings —onThanksgiving to take advantage
of the fact that many do not work. Similar to that is the practice
of changing the time of daily prayer service to acknowledge this
day asone in which people do not normally work.

2. The celebration of Canadian Thanksgiving is a different

Visiting Assistant Professor of Law,
Emory University School of Law.
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Thanksgiving day celebration was held in response to the
survival by the pilgrims of the particularly harsh winter of
T622/3. Not only did the colonists themselves celebrate, but
food was sufficiently plenty that even the Indians with whom
the colonists were at peace were invited. This celebration
took place on July3J621iin the middle of the summer).
Similar such celebrations occurred throughout the New
England area throughout the 1600's.^ However, they were
only local (rather than national or even regional) celebrations
of Thanksgiving —and only to mark the end of aparticularly
difficult winter — until \7S9f

In 17^Q, rnngrrT^m?" RmiHinnt of New-Jersev
proposed in Congress a resolution urging President
Washington to: ^

recommend to the people of the United States a day of
\ puwi?Thanksgiving and prayer to be observed by
^^acknowledging with grateful hearts the many and signal

issue from that of its American cousin. Canada celebrated its
first Thanksgiving in 1572, but the date of its modern Thanksgiving
observance was not fixed until 1957, when the last Thursday in
October was agreed on. There still is no common agreement on
the appropriate food to eat, and large numbers of individuals
simply do not celebrate the holiday, even in Canada. Indeed,
there are some provinces that do not treat it as a holiday. For
more on this, see Julianne Margvelashvili,
Canadian Way," Philadelphia Inquirer, NovemberJ/199^t
section Bl. The halachic issues involved are thus di^rent,.-^

3. Such as the Boston Thanksgiving celebration of February 22,
1630. As will be discussed in text accompanying note , thequestion
of whether it would have been permissible for a Jew to join with
the colonists in these spontaneous celebrations isan issue different
from whether one may celebrate Thanksgiving now.

4. This history of Thanksgiving is taken from R. &A. L^^ton,
We Gather Together: The Story of Thanksgiving at pages 72-85
(1949).
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no
national

celebrations
or

Thardcsgiving.
Indeed,while

proclam
ations

ofthanks
were

issued
by

som
e

presidents,allof
the

presidents
for

m
ore

than
the

next
seventy

years
chose

to
ignore

the
day

as
a

nationalholiday
ofthanksgiving.®

4
5

ourN
ationalG

overnm
entablessing

to
allthe

people
by

constantly
being

aG
overnm

entofw
ise,just,and

constitutionallaw
s,di^eetly

and
faithfully

executed
and

obeyed;
to

protect
and

guide
a

sovereigns
and

nations
(especially

such
as

have
show

n
kindne^

to
us),

and
to

bless
them

w
ith

good
governm

ents,
peace,

and
concord;to

prom
ote

the
knowledge

and
practice

oftrue
religion

and
virtue,

and
the

increase
ofscience

am
ong

them
and

us;
and,

generally,to
grantunto

allmankind
such

a
degree

oftem
poral

prosperity
asH

e
alone

know
s

to
be

best.
7.Indeed,

Thom
as

Jefferson
strongly

objected
to

these
pronouncem

ents.
H

e
w

rote:
.
.
.

.t.
^

Fasting
and

prayer
are

religious
exercises;

the
enjom

ing
them

an
actofdiscipline.

Every
religioussociety

hasarightto
determ

m
e

for
itself

the
tim

es
for

these
exercises,and

the
objects

proper
for

them
,according

to
their

ow
n

particular
tenets;

and
tm

s
right

con
never

be
safer

than
in

their
ow

n
hands,

w
here

the
C

onstitution

Upscom
b

ed..W
ritings

ofThomas
Jefferson

11:429
(1904).

8
N

ew
Y

ork
State

attem
pted

to
revive

the
holiday

of
Thanksgiving

in
1795.

H
ow

ever,this
attem

ptfailed
because

ofa
basicdisagreem

entbetw
een

variouscom
m

ercialinterestsoverwhen
the

holiday
should

be
celebrated.

.
i

•
Southern

states,form
any

yearsbefore
1846,issued

Thanksgivm
g

day
proclam

ations,
m

any
of

w
hich

w
ere

overtly
C

hristian,
an

w
hich

raised
considerable

protests
from

the
Jew

ish
com

m
um

ty.

^°menJamesH.Hammond,governorofSouthCarolina,^oxmced
a

day
of"Thanksgiving,H

um
iliation,and

Prayer"
in

1844,he
...

exhorted
"our

citizens
of

alldenom
inations

to
assem

ble
at

their



4
6

T
H

E
JO

U
R

N
A

L
O

F
H

A
L

A
C

H
A

Itwasnotuntil1846,when
the

unity
ofthe

country
was

again
in

controversy
because

ofthe
M

issouriCom
prom

ise
^

the
problem

s
of

slavery,
that

the
celebration

of
Thanksgiving

as
a

nationalholiday
returned

to
the

national
apnda.

From
1846

to
1863,'M

s.SaraJoseph
H

ale,the
editor

w
Goaey

s
Lady

Book
em

barked
on

a
cam

paign
to

turn
Thanksgiving

into
a

nationalholiday
during

w
hich

w
orkers

w
ould

not
be

required
to

go
to

work.
H

er
cam

paign
culm

inated
in

President
L

incoln'^
T

hai^E
sgrving

proclam
a^n

of1863
—

the
first

such_prqclainatioa-ofa
national

Thanksgiving
holidav

since
17«Q

Since
1863,

Thanksgiving
has

been
celebrated

as
a

natinnaj
N

ovem
ber,

either
the

fourth
or

fifth
T

hursday
of

the
m

onth.

respective
places

ofw
orship,

to
offer

up
their

devotions
to

G
od

R
e
d

e
e
m

e
r

o
f

th
e

w
i
>

h
p

r
o

t
e
s
t
e
d

,
charging

H
am

m
ond

w
ith

such
obvious

discnnunation
and

preference
in

the
tenor

of
as

am
ounted

to
an

utterexclusion
of

a
portion

of
the

people
ofSouth

Carolina."
H

am
m

ond
responded

that
"I

have
alw

ays
thoughtita

settled
m

atterthatIUved
in

a
Christian

land
A

nd
that

I
was

the
tem

porary
chief

m
agistrate

of
a

Christian
people.

Thatin
such

a
country

and
am

ong
such

a
people

Ishould
be,publicly,called

to
an

accoim
t,reprim

anded
^

d
required

to
m

ake
am

ends
for

acknow
ledging

Jesus
C

hristas

^
world,Iwould

nothave
believed

possible,
ifIthad

notcom
e

to
pass".

^
M

.^rdenJ^s,
Turks,and

Infidels
142n.2

(1984).
Suchoverdv

C
hristian

proclam
ations

have
notbeen

signed
since

1860.
9.Roughly

parallelto
the

m
odem

Ladies
Home

Journal
10.There

w
as

som
e

controversy
concerning

the
proper

date
for

m
anksgiving,as

in
1934

PresidentRooseveltsw
itched

the
dav

of
hanksgiving

hom
the

last
Thursday

in
N

ovem
ber

to
the

second-to-lastThursday
in

N
ovem

ber.
This

w
as

done
to

change
the

nation
sshoppm

g
pattern

and
increase

spending.
W

hile
som

e
objected

to
this

m
ercantile

approach
to

the
holiday,Roosevelt—

C
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O
ne

m
ightask

w
hetherJew

ish
law

should
sim

ply
defer

to
the

A
m

erican
law

determ
ination

here
that

T
hanksgiving

isa
"secular"

and
nota

religiousholida}^
O

nce
thisconclusion

IrreachedT
-the^cralm

is
m

ade,
little

controversy
rem

ains.
The

sim
ple

answ
er

is
thatA

m
erican

law
adopts

a
definition

of"secular"
thatclearly

is"religious"
in

the
eyes^ofJewish

law
.

For
exam

ple,
in

C
atntnack

v.
VJaihcB,

a
court

determ
ined

that
the

holiday
called

"G
ood

Friday"
w

as
a

"secular"
holiday.

So
too,the

Suprem
e

C
ourthas

ruled
that

both
C

hristm
as

and
C

hanukah
are"secular"

holidays
and

h
av

e
"secular"

d
isp

lay
s

th
at

lack
a

relig
io

u
s

tn
em

e.
C

ertainly
Jew

ish
law

view
s

neither
ofthem

as
"secular

and
w

ould
notaccept

A
m

erican
law

's
definition

of"secular"
as

binding
on

halacha.^^

II.
A

H
alachic

A
nalysis

of
T

hanksgiving
H

aving
review

ed
the

history
ofThanksgiving,itis

now
necessary

to
turn

to
the

question
ofhalachic

issues
involved

in
its

"celebration".
T

he
first,

and
m

ostsignificant,issue
is

w
hether

it
is

perm
issible

to
eata

T
hanksgiving

m
eal,w

ith
the

classical
roods

that
A

m
erican

tradition
indicates

one
should

patatthis
m

eal:
turkey

and
cranberry

sauce.
A

m
ong

the
authorities

of
the

previous
generation,'three

different
positions

have
been

taken
on

this
topic,

and
these

three
positions

have
each

been
accepted

by
various

halachic

and
m

ercantilism
—

trium
phed

and
T

hanksgiving
has

been
celebrated

in
the

second
to

last
w

eek
of

N
ovem

ber
since

that
y

e
a
r.

11.673
F.Supp.

1524
(D

.H
aw

.1987)
12.Ly«c/z

V.DoMMcl/y,465U.S.668(1984);A//eg/u?«y
v.

Am
erican

C
ivil

L
iberties

U
nion,

492
U

.S.
573

(1989).
13.This

isnoted
quite

clearly
by

RabbiM
enashe

Klein,M
ishneh

H
a
la

c
h

o
t

10:116,
d

iscu
ssed

infra.
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authcrities
of

the
currentgeneration.

H
ow

ever,before
these

three
positions

can
be

understood
a

certain
background

ofthe
nature

of
the

prohibition
toU

A
-^

im
itate

Gentile
custom

s
is

necessary."
Tosafotpostulate

^
thattwo

distm
ctly

differenttypes
ofcustom

s
are

forbiddeiL^^
0^^

y
the

prohibition
of

im
itating

G
entile

custom
s

found
ihV

^^
\

Leviticus
18:3.

The
firstisidolatrQUC

cuotom
o,and

the
second

•
IS

foolish
custom

s
found

m
the

Gentile
com

m
im

ity,even
if

y
\

theiF-t^gm
s

are
not

idolatrous.^®
Rabbepju-NisSlm

anr^^
^-^

M
aharik

disagree
and

rule
that

only
custom

s^ibat
have

a
^

basis
in

idolatrous
practices

are
prohibited.

A
pparently

foolish
--

butsecular—
custom

s
are

perm
issible

so
long

as
tney

n^e
a

reasonaoie
explanation

(and
are

notim
m

odeS)
"

N
orm

ative
halachr"lulloW

S
the

ruling
of

the
Ran

and
M

aharik.
Asnoted

by
Ram

o:
^

Those
practices

done
as

a
fG

entileln.^^frnm
^o

IC
'

re^^one
suspects

thatitan^olatrm
i*^

p'-artirn
nrthnt

^KJ
there

isa
taintofidolatrous

origins;how
ever,those

custom
s

^
are

practiced
for

a
reason,

such
as

th
e'p

h
^cia

a
apecialgarm

entlb
identify

him
asa

docto^
can

be
done;

the
sam

e
is

tnip
for

any
rlnnr

nntnf
honororany

otherreason
isperm

issible.^^
As

w
ill

be
seen

later,
there

are
authorities

who
favor

(k
being

strict
for

the
opinion

ofthe
G

ra,
w

ho
rules

that
the

t
jN

e

14.Forelaboration
on

this
issue,see

RabbiTzviTeichm
an,"Tlife

Jew
in

a
G

entile
Society:C

hukatH
a'A

kum
"

3
Journal

of
H

alacha
ana

Contem
porary

Society
64-85

(1981).
^

15.Tosafot
Avodah

Zarah
11a

ve'ei.
Tosafot,and

alK
the/^^

otherauthorities
discussed

in
this

section,are
resolving

a
te

n
^

betw
een

the
T

alm
ud

here
and

in
S

anhedrin
52b.

16.Ran,com
m

entingon
A

vodflJi
Zaraft11ayisrae/and

Chidushei
H

aR
an

on
Sanhedrin

52b;M
aharik,Responsa

58.
•

17.
R

am
o

Y
D

178:1.
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only
tim

e
"secular"

custom
s

are
perm

issible
is

w
hen

they
have

aJewish
origin."

According
to

thisapproach^^ular
custom

s
created

by
G

entiles
are

prohibited
even

w
herTfeeir

origins
are

not
religious.

^
^

A
dditionally

—
and

independent
of

the
halachic

obligation
to

avoid
G

entile
religious

custom
s

—
Jew

ish
law

forbids
a

Jew
from

actually
celebrating

idolatrous
religious

events
him

self.
T

hus,
a

Jew
m

ay
not

attend
an

idolatrous
"Indian""

office
party

or
directly

taciiitate
its

observance.
"So

loo,
a

Jew
m

ay
notattend

a
birtnday

party
for

an
idol

w
orshipperifthe

birthday
party

includes
w

orship
ofidols.

A
.T

he
A

pproach
of

R
abbi

Feinstein

R
abbi

M
oshe

Feinstein
published

tw
o

responsa
on

the
issues

related
to

celebrating
T

hanksgiving,
both

of
w

hich
co

n
clu

d
e

th
at

T
h

an
k

sg
iv

in
g

is
n

o
t

a
relieio^fr

^
secular

one.
The

first
responsum

,
w

ritten
in

1953/5723,

18.G
ra

Y
D

17&
7.

For
a

review
o&

the
authorities

w
ho

disagree
with

theGra,^
Seridei

Esh3:93^
19.For

a
disW

ssion
of

w
hy

hafacha
historically

discusses
the

idolatrous
practices

of"Indian"
faiths,

see
the

star
footnote

in
the

M
ishnah

Berurah
330:8,the

p^atory
reniaEks^oLRabW

Chaim
Cohen

in
D

ivrei
Geonim

and
thef^U

em
el^llurninatingm

m
arks

of
R

abbi
B

leich
on

"self-censorship"
and

avoidance
of

"im
posed

censorship"
through

the
m

echanism
com

m
on

in
Eastern

European
w

orks
ofdiscussing

the
practices

of
the

"observant
Jew

s"
and

"idolatrous
G

entiles"
of

"India"
found

in
his

article.
E

xtraditing
Jew

s,"
T

echum
in

8:297,301-302
(5747).

20.Shulchan
A

ruch,
Y

oreli
D

eah
147:6-9.

T
he

issue
of

bow
ijtiirh

assistance
is

perm
issible

in
cases

w
here

the
violation

w
ilTs.

'S
cur

w
hether

or
notthe

Jew
assists

is
beyond

the
scope

ofthis
X

article.
For

m
ore

on
that,see

my
"Assisting

in
a

V
iolation

of
J

N
oachide

Law"
forthcom

ing
in

the
Jewish

Law
A

ssociation
^

Conference
Volum

e:
The

Jerusalem
Conference.

^
?1

Y
n

rrh
D

eah
1

4
7
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^ THE JOURNAL OF HALACHA
discusses the deliberate scheduling of weddings and the Uke
on religious holidays of other faiths. Rabbi Feinstein states:

On the question of celebrating any event on a holiday of
entiles, if the holiday is basedop^ligioub beliefo [by.
the^^Qentiifis], such celgbratiio^ are prohibitpH if
delj^rately scheduled on that day; even without intent '
It IS proniDited because ot mam avttF . . . Thp hVcf
of the yearjor them ITamiary 1]" Thanksrivlng-arP
noyjrohibited according to law, but Bious oeonlp

be strict?* ^^ '

Tu Feinstein reinforces his understanding that
ur fjiot a rpligif^ng 3 responsumpublished in 1980/5741 in the Torah journal Am Hatorah

tie states:

On the issue of joining with those who think that
T^hanksgiving is like a holiday to eat a meal: sGice it is
clear that according to, their reli^inn*: books this dav

mentioned as a relipiQu£^]iH;.y .u,. jl

22. "What others will think".

changed in the last threehundred years. In contemporary America there is little religious
content or expression to New Year's Day, and while there ^ght

associated with the way some celebrate it, fewwould classify it as a religious holiday. However Terumat
Hadeshen 195, writing nearly five hundred years ago,' classifies

8.12. Terumat Hadeshen discusses whether one may give a
New Year's Day gift and refers to January First as "the fighth
day of Christmas. He clearly understands the holiday as reliJous

^y proJ^ibition ofassisting a Gentile inhis worship. (The text of the common edition of the Shulchan
Aruch here has undoubtedly been subject to considerable censorship*
or an accurate rendition of the Ramo, see his DarZr^sJ^S^

the new edition of the Twr published by Machon Yerushalyim.)
24. Iggerot Moshe, Even Haezer 2:13.

CELEBRATING THANKSGIVING 51

not obligated in a meal [according to Genjile-religious
laW] and since this is a day of remembrance to citizens of
this country, when they came to reside here either now or
earlieiT'hglacha sees no prohibition in celebrating with a
meal or with the eating of turke^ ^e sees similar to
this in Kiddusltin 66 that Yanai the king made a party
after the conquest of Kochlet in the desert and they ate
vegetables as a remembrance.

Nonetheless it is prohibited to establish this as an
obligation and religioflsTomman^Jment [mitzvahj, and it
remains a voluntary celebration now; in this manner —
without the "esiablishmsill of obligation or religious
commandment — one can celebrate the next year too with
a meal. But, I think/nonetheless it is prohibited to establish
a tixed dav in the year for the celebration and it is only
in the first yiiaf oT the event, like when Yanai conquerea,
and ihen tney nad a pariy, and not for permanence. There
is also a problem of adding commandments . . Even
though one can question the source, it is still a real
prohibition.^^

Thus, Rabbi Feinstein appears to rule that Thanksgiving
is not a religious holiday, and there is no problem of "Gentile
holidays" while observing it.'̂ ' Nonetheless he prohibits its

25. Rabbi Feinstein cites Megilla 7 and Nachmanides (Ramban),
conunenting on Deuteronomy 4:2.

26. Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, "Is there a Prohibition of
bechukotayhem in going to a Stadium where Sports are Played,
Sitting in an Office Bare-Headed or Eating a Thanksgiving Meal"

I Am Hatorah 13:1 {mahadura 2).
27. Thus, for example, this author suspects that Rabbi Feinstein

would feel it not problematic to note Thanksgiving — like Labor
Day, Independence Day, and Memorial Day are noted — on
synagogue calendars as a secular "holiday." Indeed, Than"
Day (along with Columbus Day, Veterans Day, Elec'-

I

.3^
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ongoing celebration as an obligation on a particular day
because he feels that it is a prohibited addition to thp Jewish

creates a problem of adding commandments.
Wiwle-ftabbrFeinstein's objections to adding observances
will be discussed later on, it is clear that he sees no problem
in Thanksgiving's celebration as a Gentile holiday, and he
appears to see np problem irtnth oaHrtjT ^ nn thfit
4ay as amatter of c^ce, and not obligation.

As proof to the fact that Rabbi Feinstein rules eating
turkey permissible, one sees that elsewhere in the same
responsum. Rabbi Feinstein states:

Thus, it is obvious in my opinion, that even in a case
where something would be considered aprohibited Gentile
custom, if many people do it for reasons unrelated to their
religion or law, but rather because is plnrnrahl'̂ ip
hiem, there is no prohibition of imitating Gentile custom.

•Sd, roo, li Is obvious that if Gentiles were to make a'
religious law to eat a particular item that is good to eat,
halacha would not So too, any
item of pleasure in the world cannot be prohibited mereh
because Gentiles do sooutofreligious observance.^^ " '

Rabbi Feinstein then applies this principle to gp/ng
bare-headed, and rules that even if some Gentiles do so out
of religious fervor, since many people do so out of concerns
for comfort, this is not considered a religious custom.

Presidents Day, Memorial Dav Independence Dav and T Oay)
alLnot^ in the Ezras Torah calendar published under Rabbis

reinstPin sJnnd.Henkin's) auspices. (New Year's Day and
Ghristmas Day are not.) So too, this author suspects that Rabbi
Feinstem would permit teaching about Thankstrjving to school
children as part of their general studip<; nirrirnlMtr. just as he
would permit CoRimbus to be discussed.^

28. Rabbi Feinstein, supra note .

CELEBRATING THANKSGIVING 53

Rabbi Ephraim Greenblatt also perils the celebration
of Thanksgiving by the eating of turk^;'̂ '̂ He states that he
has a responsum set to be published that rules that it is
permissible to eat turkey on Thanksgiving, because
Thanksgiving is "r^nly a Hny nF ^h^nkq and not, heaven forbid,
for idol celebratic^ Rabbi Greenblatt adds that he posed
this question more than thirty years ago to R^bi Eliezer
Silver and that Rabbi Silver also ruled that it permissible
to eat turkey on Thanksgiving.^^
B. The Approach of Rabbi Soloveitchik

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik also agreed that
Thanksgiving was not a Gentile holiday, and ruled_that it
was permissible to eat turkey on Thanksgiving. RabbiHersheF
SchachterTtlTKis Intellectual bi6gpaphy Pf RabbiSoloveitchik,
Nefesh HaRav, writes:

It was the opinion of Rabbi Soloveitchik that it was
permissible to eat turkey at the end of November, on the
day of Thanksgiving. We understood that, in his opinionr
there was no question that turkey did not lack a tradition
of kashrut and that eating it on Thanksgiving was not a
problem of imitating gentile customs. We also heard that
this was the opinion of his father. Rabbi Moshe
Soloveitchik.

Others have also recounted that Rabbi Soloveitchik ruled
this way, and that he found it difficult to comprehend how

29. In a letter to this author dated 5, parshat devarim 5754.
30. In Revavot Ephraim on Yoreh Dealt.
31. Indeed, it is clear from Rabbi Greenblatt's letter that he

feels that Rabbi Feinstein agrees with his ruling, in that he
refers to the fact that he was the questioner to both Rabbi
Feinstein and Rabbi Klein and that only one of them does not
agree with him. As will be made clear from Rabbi Klein's
responsa, he certainly does not agree that celebration is permitted.
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one could consider Thanksgiving a Gentile holiday or that
it was prohibited to celebrate it.^^ Indeed, there were instances
when Rabbi Soloveitchik implied to his studentsthat he and
his family celebrated Thanksgiving, although shiur was
always held on Thanksgiving.

Asimilar view is taken by Rabbi Yehuda He9zA5ei5cin/
who states that it is clear that halacha does not consider \j^
Thanksgiving to be a religioiis-holidayy-aiid that even if one
lived in a society \^here there are some religious

32. Rabbi Howard Jachter of Brooklyn notes that he explicitly
spoke to Rabbi Soloveitchik about this in July 1985 and that
Rabbi Soloveitchik affirmed this ruling and did not see any
problem with celebrating Thanksgiving. Dr. Avi Feldblum of
New Brunswick also confirmed to this author that he heard such
a ruling from Rabbi Soloveitchik, as did Dr. Marc Shapiro of
Boston.

33. Dr. Avi Feldblum recounts:
While I do not know whether Rabbi Soloveitchik had turkey

for dinner that night or whether he called it a Thanksgiving
dinner, it was well known that on the day that is marked on the
calendar as Thanksgiving, Rav Soloveitchik started s/iiurmuch
earlier than usual, in order to end earlier than usual and catch
the plane back to Boston, to have a festive meal. etc. Howpvpr.
it is of interest to notd that whiirI'hankaglvlng a^eored to bg
of sufficient importance to change the fixed time for shiur, it was
not sufficient to end shiur if the Rav had not completed what he
wanted to understand. On Thanksgiving 1976, there was the
famous Th^ksgiving shiur where the Rav spent about live hours
(most of it in silent thought) working through one Tosafot. After
the second or third time the shamash passed him a note about
the flight [back to Boston], the Rav turned to him and said "no
^e can leave here until we have understood what it is that
Tosafot is saying!"

Letter of Dr. Avi Feldblum, published electronically in
snail.jew^h, volume 5, issue 20 available in archives at
'.ail-jeydsh@shamash.nysernet.org.

Uv/

fUv-
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denominations that celebrate Thanksgiving "religiously
that would not be sufficient to make it a religious holiday,
as it is clear that mariy cornlaT- ppnple celebrate it.^ Rabbi
Henkin suggests that it would be a good thing occasionally
to skip the Thanksgiving meal, as a way oL-indicating thiit
this event is not a religious "obligation," but is merely
permissive, ^d thus accommodate tne stricture of Rabbi

' Feinstein. kabbi Henkin concludes!

Where is there found any prohibition to rejoice on the
king's birthday and similar occasions? Common practice
proves the opposite. Rather there are two distinctly
different rules. On a Gentile religious holiday, it is

J prohibited to do business [to assist the Gentiles] since
qJ'' they use that which we provide for worship. For this

rule, it makes no difference what is the purpose of the
A holiday, even the coronation or birthday of the king is

34. Part of the underlying dispute might concem whether Jewish
law accepts the opinion of the Gra that customs that have secular
origins are prohibited. As noted above, Gra YD 178:7 rules that
such customs are prohibited. Rabbi Henkin, in his- teshuvot,
Benei Banim 2:30, demonstrates that this is not the normative
halachic approach, which is to maintain that absent idolatrous
origins, such customs are not suspect, The validity ofmany secular
praetlceii most likely hinge# on ins re#olution of this dispute.

A secondary dispute is also present as to whether the act of
commemoration for the survival of the nation is "nonsense" or not.
Rabbi David Cohen writes that "...commemorating with turkey

I specifically is an aspect of nonsense, (muif'' ''on and thus
^ prohibited (letter of Rabbi David Cohen, dated 9 Nissan 5755

and elaborated on by letter dated 23 Nissan 5755). Rabbi Yehuda
Henkin writes that "Thanks to God is an action written in the
Torah, and the eating of turkey is a mere reminder of that
gratitude, which is applicable to all residents of thifuland" and,
thus not nonsense (Letter of Rabbi Henkin, dated 23 Tevet 5755).
Interestingly, Kabbi Klein {Mishnsh Moldchot 10:116) seems to
agree with Rabbi Henkin on this point.

d
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halacha prohibits the celebration of Thanksgiving/® Rabbi
Klein notes that halacha divides Gentile rituals into two
distinctlydifferentcategories. The first category is those things /
that Gentiles do out of silliness and irration^li^ The seco^
are those that are done-for l!6llgioili> purpostS*^ for pur^eJses
of immodesty. Rabbi KleiiT tnen cites the Gf3", wliu lulea
that Gentihfcustoms and law that have no Jewish basis should
be avoided because they might have an origin in thelC^
idolatrous customs of the past.^ Rabbi Klein then states:

Thus, those who eat fowl as a commemoration for the
fact, as I heard it, that they did not have what to eat,
and they found this bird, and they were very happy and
rejoiced over having found this bird, this appears not to
be a Gentile custom. Nonetheless, one must examine this
to determine if it is, as it states in Yoreh Dealt 147:6, a
case of one who makes a private holiday, and worships
many gods, on the day that he was born or was first
shaved or any similarcase. It is poss&le thjt Thanksgiving
is such a case; even though they 'riama—that they are '
worshipping God, and not idols, it is j^ssihlg that there
is a mixture here and thus it is possiBfeuiat this is a
Gentile ritual, 'ihus' the spirit of the Sages does not
approve of one who celebrates, and it is possible that
there is a biblical violation."*^

40. Mishneh Halachot 10:116.

41. Gra YD 178:7.

1

42. Mishneh Halachot 10:116. There seem to be two completely
different issues raised by Rabbi Klein. The first is the problem
posed by the celebration by Jews of idolatrous holidays. The
second is the problems of imitating Gentile customs. It is important
to realize that these two issues are quite separate and distinct.
The first is discussed in Shulchan Aruch Yoreh Dealt 148 and the
second in Yoreh Dealt 178. Conceptually, the two issues are
unrelated.
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Rabbi Klein thus strongly discourages and perhaps forbids
the celebration of Thanksgiving.'*^

A similar view is expressed by Rabbi David Cohen (of
Gvul Yavetz), who writes:

vvpfr

^ observed his own festival, both of which are prohibited according
W to Rambam for a Gentile. Such a holiday. Rabbi Cohen writes,

^ is created by Thanksgiving, whictL is an attempt by a Gentile to
' ' create a speciaL4av of festivities, and ttius prohibited. Indeed,

in Rabbi CoK^^ opinion, even if there is no difference between

A

The celebrating of Thanksgiving is something that has
been disputed by many rabbis — some prohibited and
maintain that it is a derivative prohibition of idol worsjup
and there are others who completely"pertoJPTlts"
celebration]. In my opinion, to eat turkey for the sake of
a hn1iH;^y by thc riilo of Tosflfnt, Auodaa nniiri/^y •]- j... . uy iiii. — i ' .

Zara lla,.^^ce this is an irrational and.^
following it IS improper. Nonetheless, there^jLg^no
iD^fbhibition for a family to get together on a day when
people do norggTo~work and to eat togetner: if it is their

I wish to eat turkey not for the sake of thanks but because
thev like turkey, that is not profiTbited. but the spirit of
the Sages does not approve of such conduct, as they are

M ^.''''̂ ^inctioning as if they follow the practice of Gentiles."

43. Rabbi Klein, writing to Rabbi Ephraim Greenblatt who posed
the question, states that he would withdraw his response if the
approach of Rabbi Feinstein on this issue were known. It is
unclear how the recent publication in Ant Hatorah of the opinion
of Rabbi Feinstein, discussed above, would affect the ruling of
Rabbi Klein.

44. Letter of Rabbi David Cohen, dated 9Nissan 5755. ^ jl
Rabbi Feivel Cohen also writes that halacha piphjbits the T

pf Thanksglving; undated letter to this writer received
Nissan 5755. He indieates that, in his opinion, based on the
language of RambanyMe/flc/i im 10:9,Jthere is a significant problem ^
when a Gentile celebrSfes this hollaay, as that Gentile has tl^e^ ^
status of one who observes a day of rest and it is as if he
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D. Summation of the Approaches

In sum, three premier authorities of the previous
generation have taken three conflicting views. Rabbi Hutner
perceived Thanksgiving' as a Gentile holiday, and fhng
prohibited any jp th^^lofiday^—• Rabbi
Soloveitchik permitted the celebration of Thanksgiving and
permitted eating turkey on that day. He ruled that
Thanksgiving was not a religions holiday, and saw no
problem with its celebration. Rabbi Feinstein-adcpte^a
middle ground. He maintained that Thanksgiving was not
a^Xfiligietw liulldayTbut nonetheless thought that there were
problems associated with "celebrating" any secular holidav.
Thus, while he appears td-havp ppr^pd_«.affng tnrkpy on
that day, he would discourage =*"3^ nnnunl "rrlrhrntipn"^^
that would be festival-like.

Thanksgiving and Independence Day, both are prohibited festivals,
as Gentiles may not add festive days to the calendar.

45. The question of observing or attending a Thanksgiving day
parade can only be answered after one decides what is the status
of the day itself. Applying the three positions developed above
to parades, one observes that:

1)If one rules that Thanksgiving is a Gentile holiday, it would
be prohibited to participate or benefit in any way from the
parade honoring the day.

2) If one maintains that Thanksgiving is not a Gentile holiday,
but prohibited because of the rule against Gentile customs, observing
the parade would not be prohibited, as observing parades is not
irrational; even then, however, care must be exercised, lest people
be taught to observe such customs generally. (Letter of Rabbi
Cohen, dated 9 Nissan 5755.)

3)If one concludes that Thanksgiving is a secular holiday, with
a rational basis in national rescue, and thus may be celebrated,
there would seem to be no problem in attending a parade, as a
Thanksgiving day parade is no different from an Independence
Day parade.

ft/>
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III. Issues Related to Celebrating Thanksgiving

The issue of adding a day of celebration to the Jewish
calendar is referred to by both Rabbis Feinstein and Hutner
and deserves elaboration. Rabbi Hutner asserts that the dating
of such a holiday through the Christian calendar is clear
evidence that such a holiday is '̂ pnHlp'Mn nafnrp and j-hnc
prnhihitpHRabbi Feinstein understands this problem
differently. Rabbi Feinstein maintains that there are specific
halachic problems associated with adding holidays to the
Jewish calendar, independent of whether they are "secular",
"Jewish," or "gentile." Indeed, these types of objections have
been raised to the modern observances of Yom Hasho'a,
Yom Ha'atzmaut,and Yom Yerushalayim, and have nothing
necessarily to do with the presence of a Gentile origin. There
is an extensive literature on this issue with many different
opinions advanced.

Some authorities maintain, as Rabbi Feinstein appears
to do, that it is rib'Tfrhitely prohibited to add holidays4q^the
calendar as aii annual oDservance.'* These authorities rule
that while individuals can annually celebrate such even
on the day that they happen, these celebrations never ge
incorporated in the general Jewish calendar, and it is
prohibited to do so. Others maintain that such events can
only be incorporated in the calendar after they receive
unanimous (perhaps multi-generational) rabbinic

46. It would seem that Thanksgiving is poor example of the
phenomen that Rabbi Hutner is criticizing, as Thanksgiving does
not have a fixed date on the secular calendar — rather it is the
fourth Thursday of the month of November, whatever date that
happens to be.

47. This is clearly stated by Rabbi Hutner above and can also
be found in Rabbi Moshe Shternbuch, Teshuvot veHanhagot 2:721.
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sanction."® Yet others rule pverv Trwilh
incorporate days of thanksgf^r fnr monrninpi) tn rnflnrt
si^nthcant manitestations of God'̂ —iioU—toward the
romnTn'nitv.!^ Yet others limit this to ritualsJhatJeqmre

blessings, and are techni\.aliy""pmiulled all
year rou^d consensus has developed on this issue,
and each community follows its own custom on this issue.

However, in this author's opinion, a strong case can be
made that this dispute is not really applicable to the way
Thanksgiving is, in fact, celebrated inAmerica, and that even
those who flatly prohibit ?"yaHHiHnrm tn the Tp^vish ralendar
are not referring to the festivities ofAmerican Independence
Day, Thanksgiving or Lphnr Day Rather, these authorities
areT^ferring to the highly ritualized religious expressions of
thanks to God that accompany days of religiousj^bservance,
such as the services on Ynm Ha-fltzmfl'uVor the like.
Thanksgiving, like Tnrlpprniirpcc Dny nnrl Tinhfrr Day, lacks
any ritualized praypr cprnpnn^nt. formal artivitips nf any
kind, obligatory liturgy or a festivalJmoJ^iXattitude.®^ Even

48. See e.g. Kovetz Iggerot Chazon Ish 97.
49. Rabbi Herzog, Pesakim Umechtavim shel Herzog OC

99-100 and 104; Rabbi Unterman, Shevet Meyeh^^2:58. .
50. For an exam^ of this, see Rabbi Oyddia Yose^ Y^i

Omer OC 6:41-42

51. For a review essay on the various issues, see Rabbi Moshe
Tzvi Nariah, "Adding Days of Joy to the Jewish Calendar" 3
Hatorah VehaMedinah 77-85 (2nd ed. Tzomet, 5752).

52. It is important to realize that such was not always the case
in the United States. In the early 1950's, in response to the
perceived threat of "godless communism", "prayer books" containing
rituals and pseudo-religious "reflections" on the various Anierican
"holidays" were published in order to encourage the ritualization
of the celebration. For an example of this, see Mordecai Kaplan,
Paul Williams and Eugene Kohn, The Faith of America: Prayers

la
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the holiday meal that many eat is not obligatory under
American law.®® Given the way that the completely secular®"
holidays are celebrated in this era in America, one would
not think that any of them — including Thanksgiving — is
an additional "festival" in the Jewish calendar.®® Under

jach. Rabbi Feinstein's caveat would only limit the
Yitualizg^^elebration of Thanksgiving.®® Indeed, it is

fsely this type of limitation of "celebration" that Rabbi
Feinstein seems to be calling for, and which Rabbi Henkin

Readinsi, and So«vs for the Celebration of American Holidays
(New York, 1951).

53. Nor for that matter is the Independence Day cookout or the
Veteran's Day parade obligatory.

54. Besides Thanksgiving, they are: Martin Luthur King Day
(celebrating the birthday of the civil rights leader). President's
Day (celebrating the birthdays of Lincoln and Washington),
Memorial Day (celebrating the end of the two World Wars),
Independence Day (celebrating the establishment of the Union),
Labor Day (celebrating worker's rights), Columbus Day (marking
the day Columbus discovered America), and Veterans Day
(commemorating those who have died fighting for this country).

55. In this significant way, these American holidays are
markedly different from their Israeli counterparts, which more
clearly appear to be additions to the Jewish calendar. This
article is not the place for a full and complete discussion of the
significance of the establishment of the State of Israel and the
proper halachic responses to it. Rather the purpose of this
section is to note that this issue is not rplpvant whpn Hismssing
halachic-issues involved in celebrating modem American secular

. hnlidayn—-
56. Consistent with this is Rabbi Yehuda Herzl Henkin's proposal

(found in the previous section) that one skip the Thanksgiving
meal every couple of years to indicate that this is not a religious
ritual. He, too, feels that these ritualization concerns are what
Rabbi Feinstein is referring to.


