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I want to start by saying how honored I am to speak to you all in this chapel and at this moment in the year. 

This chapel is one of my favorite indoor spots on campus; there is a timelessness to this space. Aside from a 

few minor elements, this space is largely the same that it was when I entered this chapel as a III Former in 

1991, and it is a space that had changed very little in the decades prior to that. When I enter this space, it 

feels as though every year 1991 and 2022 all somehow exist at the same time, and as a history teacher, 

trained to pay attention to the year of a given event, I admit to being fascinated by the idea of a timeless 

space. 

 

Of course, there is a real risk in inviting a history teacher to come and speak at a holiday themed chapel. We 

history teachers have at times earned the reputation of sucking some of the fun out of holidays. We point out 

the inaccuracies inherent in the ways that past events have been mythologized, we remind people of events 

and details that many would like to forget, we start a lot of sentences with the words, “Well, actually” before 

reminding all who will listen that the past is a little more miserable than anyone would like to remember - 

especially when you are sitting here with bellies full, basking in the camaraderie of boarding school right 

before a vacation, as many of you simply want to snuggle in to the warm surroundings of this timeless space, 

lean into the early onset of your self-inflicted food coma, and dream about the promise inherent in the start of 

a long school break. 

 

Yet here I stand - poised to serve as a human incarnation of a sad trombone capping off your Thanksgiving 

pep rally. 

 

So why do historians do this? Why do historians often point out the significant issues with mythologizing 

Christopher Columbus and try to shine a spotlight on the stories of Indigenous People? Why do so many 

historians add our voices to those encouraging Americans to read, “What to a Slave is the 4th of July?” on 

Independence Day? Regarding Thanksgiving, why do so many historians want to emphasize the fact that the 

first Thanksgiving (and the entire dynamic between those first European settlers and the Native Americans) 

was far from just a meal of friendship that is so often described? 

 

What I will argue in this chapel talk is that Thanksgiving can be absolutely a holiday worth celebrating - but 

only when we put in the work of celebrating it properly and dive into the full complexity of what it means to 

thoughtfully come together and give thanks. 



 

The story of Thanksgiving as a national holiday starts in 1863. While the first Thanksgiving - a day of prayer 

and thanks for the fall harvest after a long drought - appears to have taken place in the early 1620s, it was not 

until the middle the of the Civil War that President Abraham Lincoln - seeing the need of a war-torn nation 

to have a unifying moment of thanks and coming together - announced Thanksgiving as a National Holiday. 

Well, actually, the idea was created first by a woman named Sarah Josepha Hale - who also wrote the 

nursery rhyme, “Mary Had a Little Lamb,” who had advocated for years for Thanksgiving to achieve its now 

elevated status. 

 

The myth of Thanksgiving often focuses on this meal of friendship and fellowship between the Pilgrims and 

the Wampanoag Native Americans. But that story has a way of glossing over the intense suffering faced by 

Native Americans as Europeans started arriving on North American soil. I was tremendously thankful for the 

School Meeting announcement today highlighting that in some communities, the day of Thanksgiving is 

understandably demarcated as a day of mourning. So what are Americans (and those attending school in 

America) to do with a holiday that is rooted in a mythology that glosses over genuine tragedy, that did not 

become a national holiday until over 200 years after it allegedly began; but is rooted in such commendable 

values as unity, gratitude, and togetherness? 

 

My family and I found ourselves thinking through our own Thanksgiving celebration three years ago - and 

here comes another sad part of my talk - after we lost my younger brother to an aggressive form of brain 

cancer. My brother, Michael, was a graduate of St. Andrew’s, a proud member of the Class of ‘98, and he too 

once sat in this very chapel. Michael died in July of 2019, and as any of you can imagine - especially those 

of you who have lost loved ones - grief can be powerful, especially around holidays. Expressions of grief can 

take many forms; I experienced grief as these crashing waves of emotion, and I would occasionally get a 

glimpse of what felt like my ocean of grief - an ocean that seemed vast and powerful enough to overwhelm 

me. So I joined a therapy session offered by Hospice for a small group of people going through similar 

tragedies, and it was in that group that I realized I needed a plan for Thanksgiving. Thanksgiving was the 

first major holiday that we were going to experience since Michael’s passing, and while I enjoyed spending 

time with my extended family, I didn’t want to sit at the Thanksgiving table looking at an empty chair - 

thinking more about who wasn’t there than who was. 

 

So my wife suggested we take a totally different approach to Thanksgiving that year - and thus Campsgiving 

was born. The idea of Campsgiving was simple. We would go camping over Thanksgiving. So, we made a 

plan to pack up supplies for the two of us and our two young children, Christian and Campbell, and headed 

down to Assateague National Park. For those of you who have not been there, it is about 90 minutes south of 



here near Ocean City, Maryland, and it is a park that is right on a small barrier island in the Atlantic Ocean 

just off the coast of the Eastern Shore of Maryland. It has miles of undeveloped coastline, beaches without 

boardwalks or buildings, and trails through tidal marshes and wind-blown patches of forest. In the summer,  

it is known for its mosquitos and black flies, but year-round Assateague is known for the wild horses that 

roam and have free range of the park, like much larger versions of the many squirrels that dart around our  

St. Andrew’s campus. 

 

The hope behind our Campsgiving celebration was to create a new tradition, where we would not feel so 

acutely the absence of my brother, where our children could roam and run and be loud, where I could gaze 

into a literal ocean rather than dwell on my aforementioned ocean of grief, where I could shout my 

frustrations into the strong ocean breeze, a breeze that could dry any tears that fell, and where we could forge 

new memories when life had thrown us challenges we had not seen coming. 

 

As a whole, Campsgiving worked, but there were mini-failures along the way that made it clear that 

improvements to our new holiday were still needed. With our car full of supplies for the overnight - tent, 

sleeping bags, Thanksgiving related food we could warm by a fire, instant coffee, water, and beach toys - we 

pulled into our car camping spot. We could hear the crashing waves of the Atlantic as soon as we opened the 

door, as the ocean was just on the other side of the dune from our campsite. Now, my wife and I are 

experienced campers and backpackers. In fact, we first met as camp counselors at Camp Arrowhead in 

Lewes, Delaware, and we have spent many happy weeks backpacking through the wilds of Michigan, New 

Hampshire, Wyoming, Idaho, California, and along the Appalachian Trail. 

 

Having seen the signs on the way to our site informing us that wild horses could - and in fact would - 

come meandering through our camp, I hopped out of the car, and immediately set to making sure we had 

a clean campsite. I tied a plastic grocery bag to the outside door handle of the car, and started tucking 

away the refuse from the many snacks my kids had eaten after breakfast on the 90-minute trip to 

Assateague - raisin boxes, applesauce squeezers, hummus and pretzel containers, a granola bar wrapper, 

lollipop sticks, an apple core, and a banana peel were all stuffed into the bag I’d affixed to the door 

handle, as the kids hopped out of the car asking, “When’s lunch?” No sooner had the last car door closed 

when a horse showed up in our campsite, and as we all stepped back to give the animal space, I basked 

in a moment of self-congratulation for so promptly and responsibly jerry-rigging my trash solution. But 

as the horse approached the car, it became apparent that a garbage bag affixed to a door handle was in 

truth just a well-positioned feedbag. After the horse licked every bit of snack refuse clean and ate every 

core and peel, it ambled through our site and headed over the dune. Dejected but not defeated, I moved  



the trash bag to the inside of the car and started to set up the tent as my wife started to prepare lunch. 

The execution of our Campsgiving celebration clearly was not yet a finished product. 

 

My wife and I learned a similar lesson that evening as we tucked into our sleeping bags. As some of you 

well know, many young children have runny noses that flow from mid-August to late June, and 

sometimes children develop coughs that show up only at night. This first night proved to be a night of 

coughing and honking noses, and of all the things we had remembered to pack - I had forgotten to pack 

the children’s cough syrup. So, I scooped up the kids in the dark of night, drove to the Rite Aid in the 

town just outside the entrance of the park, and I purchased and poured the medicine the kids needed. 

They actually fell asleep on the car ride home, I envisioned my wife snuggly tucked into her sleeping 

bag - and I could picture myself soon carrying our sleeping children into their own sleep sacks. 

However, upon arriving at the campsite, I found a different scene. One, both my children immediately 

woke up as soon as the car turned off. Two, I found my wife - experienced camper that she is - sitting 

bolt upright in her sleeping bag ready to swing the business end of her heavy-duty flashlight. 

Apparently, as soon as we left the tent to go get the medicine, and the lights of our car swept across the 

campsite, and we left my wife on a remote beach with no cell service (the only light coming from a 

distant street light that cast strange shadows across the tent), the shadows started to move. Mrs. Everhart 

could hear heavy footsteps walking toward the tent, accompanied by the sound of labored breathing 

headed in her direction. And there on the far wall of the tent appeared the shadow of a single leg mere 

feet away from the tent and walking closer - and then appeared the shadow of another leg, as the 

campsite intruder lurked forward. The shadow of a third leg then emerged and then a fourth. 

 

There was a moment when my wife was relieved to realize it was merely a wild horse walking toward 

her tent - a relief that proved fleeting as it was replaced with the terrifying thought, “a wild horse is 

walking toward my tent.” Thankfully, the horse stopped just short of our shelter, shared a productive 

sneeze on the wall of the tent, chewed a few strands of grass, and moseyed on its way past our site. And 

when the children and I returned from the Rite Aid and entered the tent and I saw my wife - she was able 

to immediately share in really just a few words that our Campsgiving plan was not a complete failure, 

but it was not complete. Our new holiday tradition still needed work. 

 

And in time, our new tradition evolved, as traditions should. We returned to Assateague for Thanksgiving 

the past three Novembers. And each year we thought about the mistakes we needed to correct, the moments 

we needed to celebrate, and re-told stories of past challenges and victories. Over time, we added to our 

packing lists sufficient cough syrup, secure trash containers, and even air mattresses and other comforts 



such that Campsgiving really became Glampsgiving (a combination of the words glamorous, camping, and 

Thanksgiving). We were creating a Thanksgiving celebration that brought us together, in a venue that 

worked for our family and our priorities and our grief: we spent time together, we took moments to be 

thankful for what we had, we marveled at the timeless power and beauty of nature, we sought ways to 

honor and tell stories about those that we missed, and we forged new memories together. 

 

And this year’s Thanksgiving will also be different. Over the course of the last few months, it has 

become apparent that we need to set aside more time for celebrating the holidays with the kids' 

grandparents, as we’ve been reminded of late that our time celebrating together across three generations 

is important, not to be taken for granted, and perhaps limited. So, our plans will change again as we shift 

from Campsgiving to Glampsgiving to Grampsgiving. While eating together inside around a table with 

extended family, nary a horse in sight, means that our Thanksgiving celebration will now come full 

circle to past celebrations; that does not mean that we will merely be able to rely on past routines alone. 

 

We will need to continue to give thanks for who is there and find ways to honor those who cannot be; 

we will still need to reconcile past mistakes; and we will need to be flexible and open to ways to 

celebrate even more thoughtfully and genuinely in the years to come. I can tell you right now that we 

will need to find ways to get my children outside at some point during this year’s seated, indoor meal, as 

Christian and Campbell are most assuredly more outdoor cats than indoor; and while we want to to 

instill in our children good manners, I will need to find a way to not dwell on the fact that my daughter 

will inevitably kneel in her chair for long stretches of the meal when I’ve asked her to sit, and my son 

will probably not use his indoor voice for equally long stretches - but as a parent who loves his children 

dearly, what I should not do is let my emphasis on those still developing skills prevent me from taking in 

the many blessings that will be in dishes on the table and seated around me. 

 

And if that is what Thanksgiving can be: a chance to come together; an attempt to acknowledge and 

address past wrongs; an open and honest recognition of loss and suffering; the creation of new and 

healthier habits; the opportunity to honor past traditions without glossing over past tragedies; and a 

moment to focus on the beauty and glory of unity, communion, and family - however you define those 

words. If Thanksgiving can mean all of those things, then it is genuinely and without reservation that 

even as a history teacher, I wish you all a very Happy Thanksgiving. 


