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Thank goodness Thanksgiving has finally arrived. We’ve never needed it more.  
The story that gets told about the first Thanksgiving may be historically fanciful, 

but it’s no less compelling for being partially made up. Besides, the first Thanksgiving 
didn’t take place because people had managed to find pleasure and delight when times 
were good. Rather, it took place because they had managed to survive when times were 
bad. 

During the winter of 1621, more than half of the hundred-plus settlers in the 
Plymouth colony had succumbed to disease and cold, sometimes dying at the rate of two 
or three a day. But over the following summer, the growing season had been generous; 
and the settlers had confidence that they would bury fewer of their number during the 
winter to come. Remembering their loved ones who had died, the settlers gathered on 
what came to be called the first Thanksgiving to give thanks for what they had.  

There may well have been some Native Americans at this potluck meal. Like 
many Thanksgiving scenes in the modern era, however, there were tensions around the 
table. The Native Americans at Plymouth didn’t know how tragically their interactions 
with the settlers would eventually turn out. But they knew enough to be wary, which is 
why the harvest meal probably wasn’t the celebration of friendliness depicted by Jennie 
Augusta Brownscombe in her iconic but misleading 1914 painting of the so-called first 
Thanksgiving.  

Rather, the scene revealed two weaknesses leaning into a strength. The settlers 
had been weakened by disease and starvation, and the Wampanoag had also been 
weakened by disease and by their losing battle against the Narragansett. Given their 
bleak circumstances, the settlers and the Wampanoag realized that together they would 
be somewhat less weak than each would be alone.  

No matter the reason, bad times and bleak circumstances will eventually come to 
us all. There are many harmful forces loose in the world. We can’t protect ourselves 
from all of them. The question is how we respond when they come.  

Michael J. Fox knows all about bad times and bleak circumstances. His latest 
memoir, titled No Time like the Future, published earlier this week, is his fourth memoir 
since contracting Parkinson’s disease nearly three decades ago. In the book, he describes 
a risky spinal surgery two years ago to remove a benign tumor and a bad fall four 
months later that left him with a steel plate and 19 pins in his arm. He’s well aware that, 
for him at least, things will only get worse over time.  
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He writes, “Absent a chemical intervention, Parkinson’s will render me frozen, 
immobile, stone-faced, and mute — entirely at the mercy of my environment. For 
someone for whom motion equals emotion, vibrance and relevance, it’s a lesson in 
humility.” 

The truth is that all of us will eventually end up frozen, immobile, stone-faced, 
and mute — entirely at the mercy of our environment. That’s not the issue that confronts 
us each day. Rather, our challenge is to use wisely the time we have between now and 
then. For Michael J. Fox, this challenge has involved focusing on time in increasingly 
small segments. 

In one passage, he describes the four children he has had with his wife Tracy 
Pollan as time machines. He says, “With cruel velocity, the energy of their very lives 
tumbles us forward in time — birth, grade school, friends, celebrations, crises real and 
perceived, social media, high school, college — until we’re suddenly sitting in an empty 
house with rooms full of teddy bears…” He adds, “I wish away my time while I wait for 
my children to come and visit. Only my wife is wise enough to realize that this is time for 
us; to slow it down, find a rhythm.” 

He goes on to relate this realization to Parkinson’s disease. He says, “It’s another 
way the disease has been a gift (albeit a gift that keeps on taking). The deliberation with 
which I approach each day, each second, each movement, each intention — can literally 
slow me down to a crawl. All of those seconds, all of those minutes, are considered; I 
have a mini-conversation with myself about my every move.” 

“I’m taking my time,” he says. “Time isn’t taking me.” 
Over the past eight months, the coronavirus pandemic has forced all of us to take 

our time. Things we once could do quickly and thoughtlessly — shop in the grocery 
store, eat dinner out with friends, take in a concert, get on a plane — must now be done 
with careful deliberation, if they can be done at all. We been forced to slow down; it’s 
been hard to find our rhythm. The coronavirus has humbled all of us. 

It’s almost like we’ve needed to learn how to live our lives all over again, in much 
the same way that Michael J. Fox needed to learn how to walk again after his spinal 
surgery. In times like these, we realize that life doesn’t come in months but rather in 
moments; progress doesn’t come in great leaps, but rather in small steps. 

Especially during the Thanksgiving season, this is a lesson easily illustrated in the 
kitchen. I’m reminded of a passage from a book titled Small Victories by the celebrated 
food writer and media star Julia Turshen. In describing how her love affair with cooking 
developed, she writes: 

 
It began with celery. As a kid obsessed with everything about cooking, I 
decided I should be able to chop precisely and sauté effectively. I 
convinced my parents to buy me endless bunches of celery to practice 
with. I spent entire weekends perfecting my dice and heating up a little oil 
in a skillet in which I would attempt to flip the celery without using a 
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utensil, just like I had seen all of my favorite chefs and teachers do on 
television… Teaching myself to cook wasn’t a quick process, but along the 
way I stopped to celebrate each accomplishment and began to consider 
them small but very worthwhile victories. The day no celery landed on the 
floor: Small victory! 

 
Turshen goes on to describe how cooking a meal, no matter how simple or 

complex, is never a matter of doing one big thing, but rather a matter of doing many 
small things. She says, “Truly, if you can boil water, you can make just about anything.”  

In my view, the same is true everywhere else in life. There are no vast leaps in 
human life or in human history; there are only small steps that over time add up to big 
differences. It’s true that Donald Trump got elected on one day in 2016, and Joe Biden 
got elected on one day several weeks ago. But the roughly 150 million people who voted 
on those two days developed their political perspectives over many months and even 
years, one frustration or longing at a time. They then cast their votes one person at a 
time, which added up to a big difference on Election Day. 

The same is true when it comes to developing a vaccine. The education of 
scientists, the development of research protocols, the investigation of viruses — these 
happen over years and even decades. Eventually, these small steps add up to what 
appears to be a big change: a vaccine against COVID-19. 

Especially when we’re surrounded by daunting problems of unimaginable size, 
it’s easy to get overwhelmed and think there’s nothing we can do. But there’s always 
something we can do, and it always begins here and now. Look for a place where you can 
make a small difference — perhaps one that no one may even notice. Make it, and then 
make another, and then another.  

Letters to the editor are written one word at a time, carbon dioxide is reduced one 
bicycle at a time, elections are determined one voter at a time, rallies are formed one 
protester at a time, songs are sung one note at a time, hungry people are fed one person 
at a time, and so on. Eventually, big differences can result. 

Along the way, don’t forget to express your gratitude for the good you see in the 
meantime. No matter how bleak the winter ahead, nor how dark the skies above, nor 
how dire the circumstances around, there’s always something good to celebrate. In so 
doing, the faith and courage within us will rise up to meet whatever goodness surrounds 
us. The road ahead will be clearer and brighter as a result.  

Near the end of his book, Michael J. Fox describes the death two years ago of his 
beloved father-in-law Stephen Pollan, a generous and winsome attorney and financial 
advisor who kept a plaque on his desk that read, “Professional Fear Remover.” Pollan 
went through life helping others conquer their fears, improve their employment 
situations, and find confidence to make life choices.  

Fox says, “The prevailing mood and spirit around Stephen — gratitude — was the 
very essence of the man. That’s what he inspired in all of us. Always thankful for 
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everything in his life, his gratitude was manifest in how much he loved his wife and 
family, and how appreciative he was for all of his experiences, positive and negative. A 
true optimist, he was known for his trademark assurance, ‘Just wait, kiddo, it gets 
better.’” 

Fox concludes his book with a postscript written three months ago. He 
acknowledges the level of suffering and fear felt by many people as a result of the 
pandemic, as well as uncertainty about the eventual outcome. “As impossible as it is to 
imagine,” he says, “there are fragments of hope in the wreckage, as well as things to be 
grateful for. Indeed, good things can come from bad things.” He refers to the extended 
time he and his wife have spent together, sometimes with their children — time that 
never would’ve happened under ordinary circumstances. 

Fox concludes: “We can all take something positive from the class of 2020: to 
accept what has happened in the past, to embrace the present, and to remain open to the 
probability that it will get better in the future.” He says, “I hear echoes of Stephen Pollan 
in that advice.” Fox goes on to state the core lesson his father-in-law taught him, which 
was this: “With gratitude, optimism become sustainable.”  

The reason this is true, in my way of thinking, is that gratitude opens our minds 
and hearts to acknowledge fully what is present in our lives and world. Only then can we 
see clearly what possibilities might come next — not big changes that we hope will 
someday come, but small steps that we can take here and now. 

Hope may be the thing with feathers, as Emily Dickinson famously says, but 
optimism is what enables a bird to use its feathers to fly. The word derives from an 
ancient word that originally meant power. Optimism is the power to do the work that is 
ours to do, 

When you feel overwhelmed and heavy-laden, remember to stop and give thanks 
for whatever good you can find in your life and your world. Express your gratitude. It 
may represent only a small step forward, but it will be a step forward nonetheless, one of 
many more to come. For people who live with gratitude and believe in possibility, each 
moment opens up a new beginning. It’s the first moment of the rest of our lives. 


