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Perspectives
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Thanksgiving, Hakarat HaTov,
And the Responsibilities of an American Jew

I. Why Thanksgiving Still Matters
Thanksgiving is easy to dismiss. Nowadays, 

it sits awkwardly as a day to eat lots of tur-
key and watch lots of football before the open-
ing bell of Black Friday. For most 
Americans, it has become a prelude 
to consumption more than a medi-
tation on gratitude.

But buried under the kitsch and 
the sale flyers is something endur-
ing: a civic ritual devoted to grati-
tude – a day on which the nation, 
however briefly, acknowledges the 
blessings of freedom, stability, and 
collective life

For the Orthodox Jew, Thanks-
giving presents a rare opportunity. 
It is not a religious holiday. It does 
not ask us to compromise halacha 
or identity. Instead, it calls us to 
practice something Jews know al-
most intuitively: gratitude (hakar-
at ha-tov).

The question is not whether we 
may observe Thanksgiving. It is 
how a thinking Jew might observe 
it with meaning and values.

II. A Civic Holiday, Not a Reli-
gious One

Thanksgiving belongs to what 
sociologist Robert Bellah famously 
called American civil religion – a 
shared moral vocabulary through 
which citizens affirm their commit-
ments to the ideals of the republic. 
Civil religion is not theology, but it 
is not nihilistic secularism either. 
It is the glue that binds a diverse 
nation around gratitude, sacrifice, 
and shared good.

This distinction is central for 
halacha. Thanksgiving:

• has no religious creed,
• has no worship service,
• commemorates no deity beyond 

a nonsectarian “Almighty,”
• and does not imitate Christian ritual or 

liturgy.
Jewish law cares deeply about avoiding im-

itating practices of other faiths (chukot ha’goy-
im), never mind forms of worship that resem-
ble pagan worship (avizrayhu d’avodah zarah). 
But Thanksgiving triggers none of these cate-

gories. Rabbi Yisroel Belsky, a”h, put it crisply 
in Shulchan Halevi:

“Since Thanksgiving has no religious origin 
or observance, but is simply a day designated 

for expressing gratitude to [G-d], there is no 
prohibition in celebrating it with a meal.” 

For the overwhelming majority of poskim, 
the question is not issur, but attitude.

III. Rav Soloveitchik: A Halachic Giant 
Who Celebrated Thanksgiving

Few insights better illuminate the halachic 
and philosophical space for Thanksgiving than 
the testimony of Rabbi Aharon Rakeffet-Roth-
koff, a devoted student of Rav Joseph B. Solove-
itchik, a”h.

Rakeffet has recounted multiple times – in-
cluding in his Reminiscences lectures on YU-
Torah and in print – that he once asked the 
Rav directly about Thanksgiving observance. 
The Rav did not hedge, theorize, or qualify. He 
answered plainly, “I see no problem with it. On 

the contrary – I celebrate Thanksgiving.”
The Rav, born in Eastern Europe and sharp-

ened in Berlin, understood gratitude on a na-
tional scale. To live freely as a Jew in America 

– without fear, constraint, or hu-
miliation – demanded acknowledg-
ment. Thanksgiving, he believed, 
was an appropriate expression of 
that gratitude. 

This was not the Rav authoriz-
ing a quasi-Jewish holiday. It was 
the Rav modeling what it means for 
a Jew to live as a full citizen of a 
just society.

Rabbi Norman Lamm, a”h, chan-
neled this idea so well in a sermon 
he gave at the Spanish-Portuguese 
Synagogue in New York in 1962:

The Thanksgiving Day Services 
at the Spanish-Portuguese Syna-
gogue  are not only a fine patriotic 
gesture as loyal American citizens; 
they are also an authentic expres-
sion of Judaism…. It is this thor-
oughly Jewish idea – the dual na-
ture of hodayah  and the inexorable 
failure and mortal danger of human 
ways without G-d that should be our 
specific Jewish contribution to the 
American experience of Thanksgiv-
ing. It is for this reason that, to my 
mind, Thanksgiving Day is so much 
more precious than other national 
holidays. Other patriotic occasions, 
such as Independence Day, valuable 
though they are, can easily degener-
ate into national self-idolatry and 
collective self-glorification. In order 
to reestablish the proper harmony 
we need the kind of corrective of 
humility inspired by Thanksgiving 
Day…. For all this we thank You, O 
L-rd. And even as during the rest of 
the year we pray “G-d, bless Ameri-
ca,” today we turn to our own hearts 
and to the soul of our country and 

declare, “America, bless G-d.”

For those of you who are more traditional, 
let me suggest that what I am proposing is 
what Rabbi Belsky really wanted. He writes: 
“Regarding the Thanksgiving holiday: if such 
parties were made as a sign of patriotism to 
the United States, it would be acceptable for 
Jews to make them as well as a sign of loyalty 
to their host country. This does not seem to be 
the case, however, and there is no reason that 
a Jew should make them.” (Emphasis added.)

I propose that we should celebrate Thanks-
giving patriotically. Between the ideas of grat-
itude, loyalty, patriotism and community, we 
should celebrate Thanksgiving to share our 
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