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On November 23, 1989, just two weeks after the Berlin Wall fell, President George H. W.
Bush spoke to the nation on the eve of Thanksgiving. His message intertwined two ideas
that have long shaped the American imagination: gratitude and freedom. He invited
Americans to give thanks not only for the blessings of their own democracy, but also for
the courage of people across the world who were rising to claim their liberty.

Bush’s words remind us that the story of freedom is not only written by nations, but by
individuals, by neighbors who extend a hand across old divides, by citizens who serve their
communities, and by people who choose hope over resentment. Reflecting on Eastern
Europe’s democratic awakening, he shared the words of a Polish woman who, when asked
how she could forgive those who once imprisoned her friends, replied, “Our joy at what is
happening now is more powerful than memory.”

This season of gratitude offers a powerful moment to explore how nations and individuals
can transform struggle into renewal, and division into shared purpose. As you, your
students, and your community members engage with this text, you might consider: What
enables communities to heal after long conflict? How do we balance memory and
forgiveness in civic life? And what lessons about freedom and diplomacy can we carry
forward as the United States approaches its 250th year?

The accompanying resource provides questions and activities to guide classroom and

dining room reflection. We hope it sparks meaningful conversation about empathy,
perseverance, and the enduring work of building bridges in a complex world.
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Source: Transcript of President George H. W. Bush's Speech on
Relations Between the East and West, November 23, 1989

Good evening. Like many of you, I'm spending tomorrow with family. And we'll say grace
and carve the turkey, and thank God for our many blessings and for our great country.

This holiday also marks the adjournment of Congress. And |'ve worked with Congress,
extending my hand across the party aisle, advancing legislation to free our streets of the
fear of crime and drugs. We proposed ways to clean the air, the water and the land around
us. And we've joined with the nation's governors to enter an historic compact to better our
schools.

And especially touching is that so many Americans have answered the call for community
service, the thousand points of light, by rolling up their sleeves and pitching in for the
hopeless, the helpless - each volunteer, a beacon of light for someone who has lost his way.

And this will be a very special Thanksgiving. It marks an extraordinary year. Pilgrims to
Freedom.

But before our families sit down tomorrow, we'll give thanks for yet another reason: Around
the world tonight, new pilgrims are on a voyage to freedom and for many it's not a trip to
some place faraway but to a world of their own making.

On other Thanksgivings, the world was haunted by the images of watchtowers, guard dogs
and machine guns. In fact, many of you had not even been born when the Berlin Wall was
erected in 1961. But now the world has a new image, reflecting a new reality, that of
Germans, East and West, pulling each other to the top of the wall, a human bridge between
nations. Entire peoples all across Eastern Europe, bravely taking to the streets demanding
liberty, pursuing democracy.

This is not the end of the book of history, but it's a joyful end to one of history's saddest
chapters. .. For 40 years, we have not wavered in our commitment to freedom. We are
grateful to our American men and women in uniform. And we should also be grateful to our
postwar leaders. You see, we helped rebuild a continent through the Marshall Plan, and we
built a shield, NATO, behind which Americans, Europeans, could forge a future in freedom.

For so many of these 40 years, the test of Western resolve, the contest between the free
and the unfree, has been symbolized by an island of hope behind the Iron Curtain: Berlin.
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In the 1940's West Berlin remained free because Harry Truman said, '"Hands off.' In the

SPIRIT

1950's |ke backed America's words with muscle. In the 1960's West Berliners took heart
when John F. Kennedy said, 'l am a Berliner.' In the 1970's Presidents Nixon, Ford and
Carter stood with Berlin by standing with NATO. And in the 1980's Ronald Reagan went to
Berlin to say, 'Tear down this wall.' Imagining a New World.

And now we are at the threshold of the 1990's. And as we begin the new decade, | am
reaching out to President Gorbachev, asking him to work with me to bring down the last
barriers to a new world of freedom. Let us move beyond containment, and once and for all
end the cold war.

We can make such a bold bid because America is strong, and 40 years of perseverance and
patience are finally paying off. More recently, quiet diplomacy, working behind the scenes,
has achieved results. We can now dare to imagine a new world, with a new Europe, rising on
the foundations of democracy.

This new world was taking shape when my Presidency began with these words: 'The day of
the dictator is over.' And during the spring and summer, we told the people of the world
what America believes and what America wants for the future. .. Some wondered if all this
was realistic. And now, though we are still on the course set last spring, events are moving
faster than anyone imagined or predicted.

Look around the world - in the developing nations, the people are demanding freedom.
Poland and Hungary are now fledgling democracies - a non-communist Government in
Poland, and free elections coming soon in Hungary. And in the Soviet Union itself, the forces
of reform under Mikhail Gorbachev are bringing unprecedented openness and change.

But nowhere in the world today -or even in the history of man - have the warm hearts of men
and women triumphed so swiftly, so certainly, over cold stone as in Berlin. Indeed, in all of
East Germany. If | may paraphrase the words of a great poet, Robert Frost, there is certainly
something in us that doesn't love a wall...

Just yesterday, the West German Foreign Minister gave me a piece of the Berlin Wall. And
it's on my desk as a reminder of the power of freedom to bring down the walls between
people. .. The peace we are building must be different than the hard joyless peace between
two armed camps we've known so long. The scars of the conflict that began a half a century
ago still divide a continent. So the historic task before us now is to begin the healing of this
old wound. .. And it was in Warsaw at my lunch for General Jaruzelski and the leaders of
Solidarity that | met a woman who had worked, at great personal risk, for the release of
jailed Solidarity members. And she was asked, 'How is it possible, after such a short time, to
break bread with the men who ordered those imprisonments? Why the absence of
bitterness?' And she replied, 'Our joy at what is happening now is more powerful than
memory.'
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Discussion Questions:

1.How does President Bush describe democracy as a human aspiration rather than
an American export?

2.What does the line “Our joy at what is happening now is more powerful than
memory” suggest about forgiveness and civic healing?

3.What does Bush’s reference to past presidents show about patience, diplomacy,
and leadership in defending freedom?

4. How might the fall of the Berlin Wall connect to current struggles for freedom or
equality today?

5.Looking back 35 years later, what have we learned about protecting democracy
since 19897



