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Throughout our history, the Jewish people have offered many ways to incorporate Judaism 
in surrounding societies. The same way that Jewish words such as klutz, shmutz, shlep and 
oy vey have seeped into commonplace American vernacular, wherever and whenever 
Jews have lived in a foreign culture, there are unique influences that seem to always 
emerge.

Similarly, the modern-day celebration of Thanksgiving has been influenced by Jews and 
Jewish thought since its inception. Here are some examples:

• The first Thanksgiving, held in 1621, was a celebration of the first pilgrim harvest and 
was modeled after the Jewish fall harvest holiday of Sukkot.

• In early colonial times, Thanksgiving was celebrated with religious Christian overtones, 
which precluded traditional Jews from participating. Cantor Gershom Mendes Seixas 
of Congregation Shearit Israel in New York City made this known to President 
Washington, who in turn declared Thanksgiving to be non-denominational so all faiths 
could participate.

• Originally, Thanksgiving was observed on the last Thursday in November. In 1939, in an 
effort to lengthen the shopping period between Thanksgiving and Christmas, Fred 
Lazarus Jr., a Jewish man and the chairman of the Federated Department Stores, 
successfully lobbied President Roosevelt to change the date to the third Thursday in 
November. This was met with great backlash, so two years later it was changed back 
to the last Thursday in November.

• The Thanksgiving Day Parade in Philadelphia from 1920-1986 was from the brainchild of 
a Jewish man, Bernard Gimbel. The famous Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade in New 
York City is a copycat of the Gimbel’s Philadelphia Parade.

This Thanksgiving, as you sit down to dinner with your family, take a moment to share with 
them that so many of the aspects of our celebration, from the festive holiday meal, to the 
non-denominational nature of the day, to the parades, have all emerged from Jewish 
influence. Wishing you and your loved ones a wonderful, meaningful holiday.

Source: https://aish.com/6-ways-jews-shaped-thanksgiving/
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