
My Bar Mitzvah was on Shabbat Vayeshev, which that year happened to fall on 
December 23rd. For this, I don’t go by the Gregorian calendar.  I only go by the parshah.  
Therefore, this Shabbat is the anniversary of my Bar Mitzvah! 
 
In a somewhat unusual fashion, Shabbat Vayeshev is, this year, Thanksgiving Shabbat 
as well!  A quick disclaimer, I am not the one who came up with this way of referring to 
this Shabbat, Thanksgiving Shabbat.  Others have done it before me. 
 
Because of the rare quality of this year’s calendar, connecting the Shabbat of my Bar 
Mitzvah (Vayeshev) with Thanksgiving, I decided to look into how universal the Jewish 
celebration of Thanksgiving has become. 
 
Can anyone forget the line, “You cut the turkey without me?” from Barry Levinson’s 
movie, ‘Avalon’ (1990)? 
 
Many Jews celebrate Thanksgiving with no objection whatsoever.  Still, we should not 
be surprised to find out that, in the same way as many Jews object to the celebration, 
there are those who object to the celebration of Thanksgiving. 
 
Rabbi Yaakov Kamenetsky was a prominent Torah scholar, ruler of Halakhah (posek) 
and Talmudist in the post-World War II American Jewish community.  He studied in 
Minsk, and the, for 21 years, in the Slabodka Yeshiva, under Rabbi Nosson Tzvi Finkel.  
It was there that he met his lifelong friend, Rabbi Aharon Kotler, who later founded the 
Lakewood Yeshiva, in Lakewood, New Jersey. 
 
It should be no surprise then that the Lakewood community follows Rabbi 
Kamenetsky’s halakhic rulings.  Coincidentally, unlike most of the kosher-keeping 
world, Rabbi Kamenetsky didn’t think that turkey was kosher at all.  It is being said 
about Rabbi Kamenetsky that while he didn’t observe Thanksgiving, he was known to 
pass out candy on Halloween.  The truth is that I know many members of the clergy, 
both Rabbis and Hazzanim, who would carry candy in their pockets and would pass out 
candy to the children as they walked around the sanctuary with the Torah procession. 
 
Was Rabbi Kamenetsky onto something?  While most Americans consider Thanksgiving 
to be a secular holiday, there is a plausible and historical basis to a religious 
interpretation of the holiday. 
 
The Pilgrims were Puritans – a Christian sect who left England and sought refuge and 
religious solace in the New World due to the corruption of, and persecution by, the 
Church of England.  The Puritan concept of God was based on the Trinity, which is in 
conflict with Judaism’s concept of the absolute unity or oneness of God.  According to 
some Jewish sources, the theology of the Trinity is akin to idolatry since it is not deemed 
to be a purely monotheistic belief system. 
 
The purpose of the first Thanksgiving, celebrated by the Pilgrims in November 1621, was 
to give thanks to their concept of God, for saving them in anticipation of a harsh winter.  



It might follow that recreating a celebration today which originally paid homage to a 
polytheistic concept of God would be forbidden as an act of idol worship. 
 
Following this logic, it makes perfect sense why the overwhelming majority of families 
in Lakewood and other Yeshivah communities in America do not celebrate 
Thanksgiving. 
 
Independent of the particular customs of those who follow Rabbi Kamenetsky, a very 
universal custom among Jews is to push off the celebration to Friday night and have a 
festive Shabbat dinner with neighbors and friends, and to refer to that Friday night 
dinner as “Shabbat Thanksgiving meal.” 
 
Rabbi Moshe Feinstein (1895-1986), who was regarded y many as the de facto supreme 
halakhic authority for many Jews in North America, didn’t seem to be bothered by the 
possible Christian underpinnings of Thanksgiving. 
 
Rabbi Feinstein write: “I really believe Thanksgiving today is a secular holiday and not a 
religious holiday.  The focus is more on secular values, which do not make it forbidden.  
Look, people can celebrate Thanksgiving differently.  It doesn’t even have to be about 
giving thanks.  I think the focus is more on having strong family bonds that, 
unfortunately, many Americans don’t have today.” 
 
When it comes to celebrating Thanksgiving by eating turkey, what happens with the 
growing numbers of individuals who are vegetarian?  This adds an extra layer to the 
challenges of this holiday. 
 
Back to the value of family relationships, this week’s Torah portion does not portray a 
family that would have been able to sit around a Thanksgiving table, in a warm and 
loving gathering which, for many, is one of the central values of this holiday.  The 
relationship between Joseph and his brothers is one filled with jealousy, intolerance and 
lack of mutual understanding.  One more time, we might find Jacob’s preference for 
Joseph over his other sons to be a negative factor in the way his brothers related to him 
and the way they ended up dealing with Joseph, as they sold him as a slave to a passing 
caravan of traders. 
 
It will take a few more chapters, and Joseph turning his dreams into reality, for all of 
Jacob’s children to come together, at their father’s deathbed. 
 
It is my wish for all of us, that we will not have to wait until someone dies, God forbid, 
for families to be able to put differences aside and come together in celebration. 
 
May the feelings of gratitude and appreciation for one another displace any feelings of 
jealousy, and help us celebrate this Thanksgiving and this coming holiday of Hanukkah, 
together with family and with friends. 
 
Shabbat Shalom, Happy Thanksgiving, and Happy Hanukkah! 
 



Rabbi Eliseo D. Rozenwasser 


