
 You are indeed Holy, O Lord, 

 the fount of all holiness. 

 Make holy, therefore, these gifts, we pray, 

 by sending down your Spirit upon them like the dewfall.1 

 

 We hear these or similar words at every Mass as the celebrant reminds us that the Lord 

brings to life and sanctifies even the most common of gifts.   

 He brings new life to and sanctifies all things and circumstances.   

 He brings new life to and sanctifies every good and every misfortune, every joy and 

every sorrow, every comfort and every travail.   

 And so it is that at every Mass we pause to remind ourselves in prayer that it is always 

“right and just” to give thanks to the Lord our God,2 the Author of every blessing, blessings 

about which we know, and blessings about which we do not. 

 Today, Thanksgiving Day, is a day for remembering these things. 

 Sometimes the new life and holiness the Lord brings are easy for us to recognize, and 

sometimes they are not.   

 Sometimes we feel His presence, and sometimes we do not.     

 Sometimes it is easy to lift our hands in thanks and praise, and sometimes we cannot lift 

them at all. 

 The tension between our assurance of the Lord's presence and our inability sometimes 

to recognize and to embrace Him in particular circumstances is an ancient one, a very human 

one.   

 It is one with which the prophet Isaiah struggled.   

                                                 
1 “Eucharistic Prayer II,” The Roman Missal (Collegeville, MN:  Liturgical Press, 2011), 646. 
2 Ibid., 645. 
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 Isaiah lived in difficult times.  He had witnessed the reform of Judaism to cleanse it of 

pagan influences, only to foresee that his people’s renewed enthusiasm for the Covenant would 

be short-lived and Israel would soon lapse back into moral decline.   

 He witnessed the siege of Jerusalem by the Assyrians, knowing that the city’s 

deliverance was only for a time and far worse days were still to come.  

 He foresaw and warned of the coming destruction of the Temple and of Jerusalem itself 

by the Babylonians, only to be ignored — as he knew he would be.3 

 And yet, as we heard in the First Reading, Isaiah could take comfort in extolling "the 

glorious deeds of the Lord," expressions of God's "mercy" and "great kindness”.  In whatever 

circumstances Israel found itself, even “in … every affliction,”4 Isaiah was certain that the Lord 

would comfort and deliver them.  Isaiah knew this because it had always been so and always 

would be so because God’s love, His mercy, His forgiveness, are everlasting.  We may waver 

and fail, but He never does.   

 The great truth that Isaiah proclaimed has been borne out in our own national 

experience.   

 In the fall of 1863, the inhabitants of Fredericksburg, Virginia were still coping with the 

aftermath of the battle that had ravaged their once-prosperous town along the banks of the 

Rappahannock.  The five thousand artillery shells that had exploded in their streets left little 

standing in their wake.  Residents had already shivered through one long winter, and a second 

loomed just ahead.  One soldier remarked of the town’s miserable inhabitants, "Some ... had 

stretched blue yarn counterpanes or pieces of old carpet over sticks stuck in the ground and the 

                                                 
3 For an introduction to Isaiah's life, see Gary V. Smith, New American Commentary, Vol. 15A:  Isaiah 1-
39 (Nashville:  B&H Publishing Group, 2007), pp. 36-39. 
4 Isa 63:7-9 (NAB). 
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little ones were huddled together in these tents, the women were weeping [and] the children 

crying loudly ... My heart ached for them."5             

 While the residents of Fredericksburg huddled cold and stunned in such hovels or ruins 

as they could find, two great armies were converging on Chickamauga Creek, and the residents 

of northern Georgia and southern Tennessee would soon have the heartache that had already 

visited hundreds of towns, hamlets and farms visited on them. 

 In the little town of Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, 2,400 residents were still trying to sort 

through the devastation wrought when just two months earlier160,000 soldiers commenced 

what would be the greatest battle ever fought on the North American continent.  Homes and 

farms were lying in ruins, and barns, shops and parlors were still stained with the blood spilled 

during countless battlefield amputations.  Fifty thousand souls had lost their lives in and around 

their quiet hamlet or were wounded or missing.  Men and women from all over the country 

wandered the ruined streets and fields hoping against hope to find some word of their loved 

one's fate.  Lists of the dead were still being assembled, and as a local paper, The Gettysburg 

Compiler, sadly observed, "Every name is a lightening stroke to some heart, and breaks like 

thunder over some home, and falls [like] a long black shadow across some hearthstone."6 

 In that dark autumn of October 1863 Abraham Lincoln chanced upon a letter written to 

him by Sarah Hale, a 74-year-old magazine editor.  Mrs. Hale suggested that the President 

declare a day of national thanksgiving, for, as she said, it is always good to remember our 

blessings.  She had made the same request before of other presidents, but they had ignored 

her.7  This time, though, even in the midst of the unprecedented calamity then engulfing the 

                                                 
5 Quoted in John Hennessey, "Voices from the Storm:  Civilians Endure the Battle of Fredericksburg," 
Civil War Trust, www.civilwar.org, http://www.civilwar.org/battlefields/fredericksburg/fredericksburg-
history-articles/fredericksburghennessy.html.   
6 Quoted in Brian Mockenhaupt, "The Battle of Gettysburg:  A Time When American Civilians Saw War 
Firsthand,"  The Atlantic, www. theatlantic.com, http://www.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2013/07/the-
battle-of-gettysburg-a-time-when-american-civilians-saw-war-firsthand/277499/2/.   
7 Abraham Lincoln, "Proclamation of Thanksgiving," Abraham Lincoln Online. 
www.abrahamlincolnonline.org, http://www.abrahamlincolnonline.org/lincoln/speeches/thanks.htm.  
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nation, Lincoln thought it a good idea, so certain was he, like the prophet Isaiah before him, that 

come what may the Lord's providence and blessings are the source of salvation in every 

affliction.   

 "The year that is drawing towards its close," Lincoln proclaimed, "has been filled with the 

blessings of fruitful fields and healthful skies ... [T]hese bounties ..., which are of so 

extraordinary a nature, ... cannot fail to penetrate and soften ... the heart."8  He acknowledged 

they were living in difficult times; nonetheless, he said, they must be mindful of the blessings 

they continued to enjoy.   

 Lincoln went on to write: 

I do therefore invite my fellow citizens in every part of the United States ... to set apart 

and observe the last Thursday of November next, as a day of Thanksgiving and Praise 

to our beneficent Father who dwelleth in the Heavens.  And I recommend to them that 

while offering up the ascriptions justly due to Him for such singular deliverances and 

blessings, they do also, with humble penitence for our national perverseness and 

disobedience, commend to His tender care all those who have become widows, 

orphans, mourners or sufferers in the lamentable civil strife in which we are unavoidably 

engaged, and fervently implore the interposition of the Almighty Hand to heal the 

wounds of the nation and to restore it as soon as may by consistent with the Divine 

purposes to the full enjoyment of peace, harmony, tranquility and Union.9 

 Lincoln's expression of thanksgiving, the very same celebration we mark today, was 

rooted in his certainty that the great trial the nation was then enduring would make it better than 

it had been before, and that somehow, in His own way, the Author of their liberty would ensure 

that new life would rise from his countrymen and -women’s suffering, and their tears would in 

                                                 
8 Ibid.  
9 Ibid. 
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some unforeseeable way be made holy.  It was a certainty to which he would return in his 

Address at the dedication of the national cemetery at Gettysburg just six weeks later. 

 

 You are indeed Holy, O Lord, 

 the fount of all holiness. 

 Make holy, therefore, these gifts, we pray, 

 by sending down your Spirit upon them like the dewfall. 

  

 What is true of nations is true also of individuals.  Whether this be for you "a time to 

weep [or] a time to laugh, a time to mourn [or] a time to dance ... a time to embrace [or] a time to 

be far from embraces, a time to seek [or] a time to lose, a time to keep [or] a time to cast away, 

a time to rend [or] a time to sew,"10 may it be a time of thanksgiving, for in thanksgiving all things 

are in time made new, and in thanksgiving all things in time will be made holy. 

 Happy Thanksgiving, brothers and sisters. 

                                                 
10 Ecc 3:2-7 (NAB). 


