
I grew up in a family that celebrated holidays with small intimate gatherings of 

immediate relatives.  Recently, I had the special opportunity to participate in a 

Thanksgiving celebration that redefined for me what “family” meant.   

Our family was invited to a couple’s house for Thanksgiving; one of our children was 

good friends with one of their children.  We had no idea what we were walking into.  The 

couple was born and grew up in Egypt and had come to the United States with their 

three young children.  They belong to a Coptic Christian church in town here.  We 

arrived, expecting a small gathering of immediate family, after all, that was my prior 

experience with the holidays and the notion that there might be another way to 

celebrate had never crossed my mind.   The house was filled with people.  Although I 

did not count, there must have been easily over 250 people present.  Older people were 

sitting in the living room and around the dining room table.   Younger adults and teens 

were standing around in groups talking, some in English and others in Arabic.  Children 

were running around, weaving their way between the groups of adults.  And yes, there 

were babies, every now and then making their presence known with their crying or 

screaming.  A few relatives from out of town had driven or flown in. But what struck me 

was the fact that the entire church community had been invited.   

From the moment the door was opened to us, we were warmly welcomed.  Our coats 

were taken and we were invited into the maelstrom of activity.  The host and hostess 

kindly introduced us to some people who graciously included us in their conversations, 

shifting the language spoken to English to include us.  I have never seen so much food 

laid out for dinner.  Everyone brought heaping dishes of food, some American and 

much of it traditional Middle Eastern cuisine.  And despite the large gathering, before 

people started eating dinner, the whole house became silent as the parish priest, 

“Abuna”  said a prayer of thanks for the people who had gathered and the food that was 

about to be shared.  It was the most magnificently beautiful Thanksgiving celebration 

that I had ever had the privilege of sharing in. 

There are a few things I learned in reflecting on the experience.  The meaning of family 

changed for me.  Family is so much more than just one’s immediate relatives.  It is and 

should be the community in which we live.  For this group, their church community was 

their family.  It reminded me of St. Luke’s description in the Acts of the Apostles of the 

early church when the Christian community would regularly gather in people’s houses 

to share a meal and join in prayer. The experience also made me appreciate the 

importance of being welcoming, of being appreciative of our differences and yet 

welcoming to all, no matter how different they might seem at first glance to be.  For, 

kindness is always welcoming.   


