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CORNUCOPIA AND SHOFAR 
Pastor Jim Dunn 

 

 

Leviticus 23:33-36, 39-43 

The Feast of Booths 

33 And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying, 34 “Speak to the people of Israel, saying, On the 

fifteenth day of this seventh month and for seven days is the Feast of Booths to the Lord. 

35 On the first day shall be a holy convocation; you shall not do any ordinary work. 36 For 

seven days you shall present food offerings to the Lord. On the eighth day you shall hold 

a holy convocation and present a food offering to the Lord. It is a solemn assembly; you 

shall not do any ordinary work. 

 

39 “On the fifteenth day of the seventh month, when you have gathered in the produce 

of the land, you shall celebrate the feast of the Lord seven days. On the first day shall be 

a solemn rest, and on the eighth day shall be a solemn rest. 40 And you shall take on the 

first day the fruit of splendid trees, branches of palm trees and boughs of leafy trees and 

willows of the brook, and you shall rejoice before the Lord your God seven days. 41 You 

shall celebrate it as a feast to the Lord for seven days in the year. It is a statute forever 

throughout your generations; you shall celebrate it in the seventh month. 42 You shall 

dwell in booths for seven days. All native Israelites shall dwell in booths, 43 that your 

generations may know that I made the people of Israel dwell in booths when I brought 

them out of the land of Egypt: I am the Lord your God.” 
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“After you have gathered the crops of the land, celebrate the festival to the Lord…take 

branches from luxuriant trees – from palms, willows, and other leafy trees – and rejoice 

before the Lord your God…” (Leviticus 23:39, 40) 

 

The crops had been gathered. Indian corn, pumpkins, squash, beans. From the trees they 

had gathered walnuts, chestnuts, beechnuts. They had smoked plenty of fish. There 

would also be goose, duck, wild turkey, and venison.  No doubt that small group of 

Christians thanked God for those things both in their private prayers and in their public 

prayers on Sunday. But an idea was brewing among them to do something more. They 

did see themselves as a sort of later day version of the Israelites. As the Israelites had been 

delivered from the persecution of Egypt, once again free to offer sacrifices and burnt 

offerings to the Lord (Exodus 10:24-27), so also these so-called Pilgrims were now free from 

the religious persecution they had suffered in England. Well, what had the Israelites done 

when they reaped their first harvest in their new home? They had celebrated the Feast of 

Tabernacles, or as it is called in Hebrew: Succoth.  

 

Now, Succoth was familiar to the Pilgrims. After they had left England in 1608, they had 

moved to Holland and lived there for 12 years before getting on board The Mayflower. In 

the Dutch city of Leiden, they lived among another group of folks that had fled religious 

persecution: Jews from Spain. Sephardic Jews, who observed the Feast of Succoth every 

autumn, remembering the days when the Israelites had lived in the wilderness in shelters 

for 40 years. So, every fall, those Sephardic Jews would have built small outdoor shelters in 

accordance with the law written in Leviticus, shelters decorated with tree branches and 

fruit. Where for 7 days they would eat their meals outdoors. Where they would invite and 

welcome guests to eat with them outdoors. Where they would wave tree branches, 

palms and willows while singing the words of Psalm 136: “Hodu la Yahweh ki tov le olam 

chasdo.” Or as it is more familiarly known to us: “O give thanks unto the Lord, for He is 

good, and His steadfast love endures forever.” 

 

So, the Pilgrims had an idea. After their first harvest in the new world, they decided to do 

something a little more to give thanks to God. Remembering how their Jewish neighbors 

had celebrated Succoth, the Pilgrims to throw a feast… a feast not much different from 

the Feast of Succoth.  
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The Pilgrims didn’t feast for seven days but they did for 3 days. They too held their feast 

outdoors. They too invited and welcomed guests to dine with them outdoors, 90 

Wampanoag Indians. And they too may have decorated not shelters, but their tables 

and not with fruit and tree branches but with Indian corn and squash inside a 

cornucopia. No doubt in those days of feasting, of thanksgiving, the Pilgrims declared the 

words of Psalm 136: “O give thanks unto the Lord, for He is good and His steadfast love 

endures forever.” 

 

What thoughts went through their minds as they spoke those words?  Probably running 

through their minds was thankfulness to the Lord for the successful harvest, for having 

plenty of food, for having received the crucial assistance of the Wampanoags, and 

perhaps also the wish that old friends could have lived to see it. The previous winter, their 

first in the new world, half of them had died. Some of the survivors may still have been 

having second thoughts about whether they should have ever left Holland.  

 

It isn’t so simple a matter to say the words, “O give thanks unto the Lord for He is good…” 

For He is good?  We wonder sometimes, “How good could God be when so much bad 

happens?” We may question God’s goodness. We certainly question our own, as some of 

those Pilgrims may have. Our lives can get so complicated; life in general can get so 

complicated, that we wonder if it can ever be as simple as “God is good.”        

 

But then there’s the part that comes right after it: “for His steadfast love, His mercy, 

endures forever.” Endures forever.  Love that gets us looking beyond ourselves, beyond 

the current circumstances to something bigger, beyond our minds and our wisdom, 

whether we’re Pilgrims with a capital “P” or just pilgrims with a small “p.” 

 

Something bigger… a symbol of which we have here today, the cornucopia, one of the 

recognizable symbols of our American Thanksgiving Day. Something the Pilgrims may 

have used to decorate their Thanksgiving tables. Some say the cornucopia has its roots in 

Greek mythology. But others say it has roots in the Old Testament, in something else the 

Pilgrims would have seen among their Sephardic Jewish neighbors: the shofar, the ram’s 

horn trumpet blown at Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, both of those holy days occurring 

in the same month as Succoth. The cornucopia could easily have been derived from the 
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shofar.  It’s the shofar that points us to something bigger, beyond ourselves, beyond the 

current circumstances, beyond our minds and our wisdom. 

 

Because the most famous shofar, the most famous ram’s horn was the one that got 

caught in a thicket. Abraham said to Isaac, “God Himself will provide the lamb for the 

burnt offering.” When they reached Mt Moriah, Abraham built an altar, bound his only 

son Isaac, laid him on the altar, and took out his knife to slay him. But the angel of the 

Lord called to him, “Do not lay a hand on the boy. Now I know you fear God, because 

you have not withheld your son, your only son.”  Abraham looked up and saw a ram 

caught in a thicket by its horns… by its shofar. He sacrificed it, and named that place 

Yahweh Yireh, or The Lord Will Provide. 

 

Through the sacrifice of His own only Son, the Lord God will provide us an answer beyond 

this life, beyond these circumstances, beyond the grave. In Jesus’ death and resurrection, 

God defines what those words mean: God is good. And through Jesus, the Lord’s 

steadfast love will endure forever.  

 

This enables me and you to confess those words that are not so simple: God is good. 

God’s steadfast love for us in Christ enables us to say those not-so-simple words in faith 

and to sound the joyous trumpet of Thanksgiving Day: “O give thanks unto the Lord, for 

He is good and His mercy endures forever.” 

 

Amen 

 


