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America  
the Beautiful,  
as Ritual
by Lee Hendler

Thanksgiving has always been an 
important time for our family to 

gather, reconnect, and celebrate. To this 
day, it remains so, with a difference. 
We’ve discovered that Thanskgiving is 
a great time to pass on our American 
Story and America’s story to the next 
generation of citizens: our children and 
grandchildren.

Having been raised by a Midwestern-
bred, diehard patriot, my commitment 
to the USA was inspired by my mother’s 
convictions and behavior. After 9/11, I, 
like so many other Americans,was hurting 
for our country and felt a need to respond 
and make a positive contribution. With the 
support and input of educators and scholars, 
I created the first version of Freedom’s Feast, 
a flexible ceremony with songs, historical 
readings, discussion, and commentaries 
based on America’s core documents and 
early history.

In 2001, at our Thanksgiving table, 
I introduced this new ceremony to my 
family. A 90 minute experience, it was both 
exhausting and affirming. Over the years, as 

 

Freedom’s Feast has evolved, we have 
shortened the time frame, and introduced 
something new each year, so that the 
experience remains fresh and reflects our 
family’s changing needs and interests. We 
own it; it doesn’t own us. It has become 
the catalyst we want it to be for a treasured 
family conversation about our American 
experience. 

My children say that this is one of the 
few times in the year that they stop to really 
think about their American inheritance: 
“What am I grateful for as an American? 

What are my responsibilities? What is 
important to me as a citizen? What do 
I want to pass on to my children?” The 
universal response from guests is “I never 
knew Thanksgiving could be like this!”

Similar in some ways to our Pesah 
experience, joining together as a family and 
telling the American story has become a 
meaningful family tradition, with rituals 
that we look forward to each year. (Parcel 
paper tablecloths with crayons for self 
expression next to the sterling silver 
and crystal are standard practice). I 
encourage other families to share in the 
celebration, to explore our American 
journey together, and rediscover the 
joy of transmitting our passions for 
America to the next generation. For 
downloadable versions of Freedom’s 

Feast: Thanksgiving, please visit  
www.freedomsfeast.us.  
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Freedom’s Feast and consultant to the Children’s Museum 
of Manhattan on their joint year round public program, 
“Raising Citizens,” inspiring civic responsibility through 
the celebration of major American holidays. She is a Johns 
Hopkins University trustee, President of the Harvey and 
Lyn P. Meyerhoff Fund,  Lead Co-Chair of the board of 
the Institute of Christian and Jewish Studies, and a past 
president of Chizuk Amuno. Most importantly, she has 
four great kids, two delightful daughters-in-law and a 
granddaughter who is  just about as perfect as a  two year 
old granddaughter can be.
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