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 I join students, faculty and staff at St. Andrew’s tonight in thanking our guests 
from college admissions offices across the nation for coming to our campus to talk about 
the art of education and education’s role in our democracy and global world.  This is a 
time for important and exciting collaboration between liberal arts secondary schools and 
colleges, for education at its best has always represented this country and this world’s 
best approach and response to the urgent and complex national and international crises 
that confront us.   
 
 With a new sense of courage and collaboration among educators, we can and will 
begin to ask the right questions about teaching, learning, assessment, integrity and 
leadership and in so doing address the challenges of this century.  The time seems urgent 
for educators to teach students that they have responsibility, urgency, power and potential 
to serve a compelling public good on their campuses and in their lives.  The way forward 
seems clear:  we must continue to seek and explore the full potential of diverse residential 
learning communities, composed of students dedicated to learning as much from one 
another as from their professors and classroom experiences.  Schools and colleges must 
excel in the art of preparing students to learn how to think, to develop coherent, 
intelligent and gracious arguments, to read widely and expansively, to approach problems 
in collaborative ways, and to develop the skills of resilience, grit and determination.  We 
need to move away from a culture of perfection and embrace instead a culture of 
exploration, discovery and engagement.  At a time when Americans are increasingly 
divided by socioeconomic income, secondary schools and colleges need to embrace a 
deep commitment to financial aid to assure that students of all backgrounds have the 
chance to flourish in our democracy.  Students at the secondary and college level need to 
study and apply principles of integrity, honesty and character in their lives on campus.  
And schools and colleges should explicitly teach courses in leadership to prepare students 
for the changing paradigms of leadership in the 21st century. 
 
 If the American secondary school finds the freedom to begin higher education in 
the exciting adolescent years, students will arrive at college ready to study, engage, work 
and serve on their campuses, emerge into citizens who will bring an enlightened approach 
to their lives as adults and leaders.  We in the secondary world must fight very hard to 
rescue education from the 21st century approach of mindless high stakes testing, 
memorization and rote learning, and a culture of artificial and contrived success. 
 
 In this spirit of hope and engagement, I want to talk tonight about the concept and 
holiday of Thanksgiving.  Let’s begin with the basics:  we teach young children to say 
“please” and “thank you” to develop habits of courtesy, civility and good manners.  We 
ask our sons and daughters to write thank you notes, a simple task that sometimes leads 
to remarkable acts of procrastination and delay.  At first glance, writing a thank you note 
or expressing thanks to another person may seem to be a mechanical gesture, but in 
reality such expressions are the first step towards a deeper and more sophisticated 
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appreciation of the concept of gratitude.  The habits, principles and practices of civility 
form the foundation for growth and regeneration.  Expressions of civility signal our 
willingness and desire to connect, to reach out outside our narrow world and ourselves 
and begin to acknowledge the gifts and contributions of others in our lives.  We have to 
establish the habit of thankfulness before we can begin to see the remarkable implications 
of this sentiment and emotion. 
 
 In a recent essay on multiculturalism in The New York Review of Books, Timothy 
Garton Ash reminds us that daily conversations and interactions with those we do not 
know send a profound message of how we view diversity and humanity in our world.  He 
writes:  “The character of everyday interactions at school, at work, on the street, in the 
café, will affect the attitudes of migrants and post migrants, as least as much as policy.  
Small slights alienate, small courtesies integrate.”   
 
 Learning the art and resonance of civility, gratitude and appreciation, we commit 
to an integration of the human family. 
 
 At a higher level of thankfulness, we might consider an expression of gratitude as 
an authentic demonstration of appreciation for those people who do good work for us, or 
even better, for our communities, nation and world.  We are thankful for our parents, 
guardians, grandparents and siblings for their love and support.  We thank teachers, 
professors and mentors for their guidance and commitment to us.  We thank one another 
for gestures, actions and words that are generous, thoughtful, empathetic and kind.  We 
are thankful we have allies, people who love us, believe in us, expect the best from us and 
encourage and inspire us. 
 
 We also begin to see that so many people we cannot possibly know or recognize 
help us with our own pursuit of happiness, safety and success.  We benefit from 
sacrifices, contributions and work that have built the foundation of our school, our 
country, our world.  
 
 When we think about the concept of gratitude in this way, we see that giving 
thanks frees us from the temptation to see ourselves as the center of the universe, 
magically entitled to privileges, rights and resources to satisfy our every desire.  When 
we give thanks, we begin to peel away what George Eliot calls our “moral stupidity” — 
our inability to see that our own desires, needs, anxieties and preoccupations fade away 
into insignificance in light of the human drama going on all around us.  In expressing 
appreciation to others, we recognize and celebrate the power of collaboration, empathy 
and connection in our lives.  We begin to live, speak and act in more civil, humane and 
generous ways.   
 
 Sometimes, we wait too long to express such gratitude because we miss the 
essential goodness, generosity and complexity of a parent or role model.  Consider 
Robert Hayden’s “Those Winter Sundays,” a remarkable portrait of adolescent angst and 
adult remorse and sadness. 
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Those Winter Sundays 
 
Sundays too my father got up early 
and put his clothes on in the blueblack cold, 
then with cracked hands that ached 
from labor in the weekday weather made 
banked fires blaze. No one ever thanked him. 
 
I’d wake and hear the cold splintering, breaking. 
When the rooms were warm, he’d call, 
and slowly I would rise and dress, 
fearing the chronic angers of that house, 
 
Speaking indifferently to him, 
who had driven out the cold 
and polished my good shoes as well. 
What did I know, what did I know 
of love’s austere and lonely offices? 

 
We hear the speaker’s recognition, lament and sadness as he realizes that he lacked the 
moral imagination to understand the world his father occupied and the expressions of 
love his father mustered each day.  He missed the essential miracle of his father’s work 
ethic, his father’s commitment to warming the house, polishing his shoes, expressing love 
in silent and authentic ways.  In his egocentric confinement, the speaker found no way to 
connect to the psychological or practical world of his father until he, too, grew old and 
became acquainted with adult anxiety and concerns. 
 
 When we arrive at the second highest form of thanksgiving and gratitude, we have 
begun to appreciate the art of empathy—we begin to understand that our parent, friend, 
mentor or professor, indeed our waiter, waitress, flight attendant, policeman, bus driver, 
salesperson and citizen have a complex, emotional, psychological, personal and 
professional life, one we can never completely understand or fathom, and yet that person 
has opened up time, space, energy and attention for us.  Our gratitude is now even more 
genuine:  we say “thank you” because another person has made time in his/her life to talk 
to us, to assist us, counsel us or rescue us.  We are overcome not with a sense of our own 
self-importance:  rather, we feel humbled by the expression of humanity in the person 
who stands beside us.  We share and celebrate this observation David Foster Wallace 
gives of a person who embraces an ethic of care and concern: 
 

The really important kind of freedom involves attention and awareness 
and discipline and effort and being able truly to care about other people 
and to sacrifice for them, over and over, in myriad petty little unsexy ways, 
every day. 
 

 It is now easy to see the highest form of thanksgiving.  Now we are ready to 
replicate, honor and recreate this gift of kindness in another place and situation and to 
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another person.  Thanksgiving now becomes a commitment to a new, creative and 
regenerating approach to our lives.  We honor our parents, our mentors, our friends by 
becoming such figures in the lives of those with whom we live and work.  We honor 
those who have died and have left a profound legacy of passion, integrity and leadership.  
We live with their spirit of leadership, generosity and empathy in our hearts and minds.  
We bring Wallace’s attention and awareness and discipline and effort to truly care about 
others, sacrifice for others over and over. 
 
 We begin to study citizens, leaders in history and peacemakers who have 
sacrificed for us, who have fought for justice, peace and freedom against all odds.  And 
we honor their courage, fortitude and perseverance by living with intention, passion, 
honor and grace. 
 
 When President Lincoln established the holiday of Thanksgiving in 1863, he no 
doubt believed that it was spiritually, morally and politically important to pause in the 
midst of a lacerating Civil War and thank God for the many blessings that surrounded the 
violence and despair of the war.  For us today, Thanksgiving will be a time to reflect not 
only on food, shelter and family but also the legacy of Hurricane Sandy, which like all 
such storms, revealed the essential vulnerability the poor face in our nation and world, 
displayed the implications of our refusal to deal with our environmental crisis. 
 
 If you listen openly and graciously this Thanksgiving, you might begin to hear 
stories that will teach you the values of honesty, integrity, sacrifice and good will.  You 
may pause before the dinner to think about how a 75-year-old grandparent or an 
unemployed father or mother, or a sibling in crisis might be feeling.  You may by your 
presence, attention, civility and empathy find a way to thank an elder for his/her love and 
support.  You may realize that your mission in life now is to express thanks by working, 
living and giving with an intensity that honors your mentor, parent or guardian.  
Thanksgiving then is about appreciation, thankfulness and regeneration. 
 
 Perhaps this notion of thanksgiving tied to regeneration is what President Lincoln 
meant not only when he established the tradition of Thanksgiving but more powerfully 
what he meant when he delivered these words in Gettysburg in 1863: 
 

It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated to the unfinished work which 
they who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced.  It is rather for us 
to be dedicated to the great task remaining before us—that from these 
honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they 
gave the last full measure of devotion:  that we highly resolve that these 
dead shall not have died in vain; that this nation under God shall have a 
new birth of freedom. 
 

 Lincoln biographer David Donald argues that the President used this address to 
amplify, expand and articulate the American promise of equality for all.  With the 
sacrifice of these soldiers in mind, Lincoln makes the case that we who remain behind 
honor their courage by making a new birth of freedom emerge through our work and 
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commitment.  This is not a tale of magic, or miracle or luck.  This is a narration that 
insists that we express thanks by getting to work on the most noble and ambitious 
projects of our time. 
 
 Such a narration moves the holiday of Thanksgiving from a passive appreciation 
of shelter, good food, and fortune to a commitment to causes and issues larger than 
ourselves. 
 
 So what is this new birth of freedom this Thanksgiving?  We could list them: 
 

- A commitment to end national and world poverty and hunger. 
- A commitment to health care for all members of the human family. 
- An end to environmental degradation and a birth of a worldwide green 

movement. 
- A commitment, once and for all, to quality education to all in America and 

the world. 
 
 When we celebrate Thanksgiving, then we unconsciously or intentionally or 
spontaneously make a promise:  because of the kindness extended towards us, we are 
committed to spreading that goodness throughout the world. 
 
 “The art of rescue” is our job:  “Small courtesies integrate.”  Large commitments 
to people, issues and movements larger than ourselves change the world. 
 
 Happy Thanksgiving! 


