
Thankful Am I:  VaYeitzei 2020  

 

Shabbat Shalom and Happy Thanksgiving weekend!     

 What are the first words you say in the morning?  "Is the coffee ready?" “What is 

today’s weather?”  or “Oy, I am already running late…?”    The first words each day for a 

Jew are supposed to be a short little prayer:  “modeh ani.”  Thank you, God, for 

enabling me to wake up to a new day.  Thank you!   

 Our ancient sages imagined that every night when we sleep, our soul goes off to 

be with God. Each morning that we are alive, God returns it to us, so that we have our 

souls back, renewed, as we awaken to a new day. That is something to be grateful for!  

So modeh ani: I give thanks.  Rabbi Shai Held points out that the literal translation of 

modeh ani is “Thankful am I” – thankfulness comes before “I.”   It is only after 

thankfulness that I can begin my day as an “I.”   

 It is no exaggeration to say that gratitude is at the very center of a Jewish way of 

life. The whole system of brachot – blessing prayers - is designed to make us aware of, 

and grateful for, every aspect of our lives, the food we eat, the wonders of nature, the 

celebrations and holidays, and even the challenges and sadnesses of our lives.  There 

is a bracha for everything, as the rabbi in Fiddler told us, because everything – even the 

czar! – is a part of this world for which we must be grateful.   

 Gratitude feels good – so what keeps us from feeling it more? 

 First – sometimes we stop noticing our gifts, and take for granted what we have.  

I do not always pay attention to how lucky I am to have legs to walk on, more food than I 

could possibly need, a roof over my head, and many people to love.  That is why the 

rabbis came up with those many blessings. 

 Something more complicated also detracts from our ability to feel thankful.  That 

is, the idea that we are entitled to what we have.  What is the opposite of gratitude?  

Entitlement —to feel that we are owed everything from others, or from God and the 

world, and thus have no reason to feel thankful.  Robert Emmons, director of the  

Gratitude project at the Greater Good org, writes, “If we see the world or others as 

owing us, then counting our blessings will be ineffective, because grievances will always 

outnumber gifts.   

 He suggests, “The antidote to entitlement is to see that we did not create 

ourselves—we were created, if not by evolution, then by God; or if not by God, then by 

our parents. Likewise, we are never truly self-sufficient. Humans need other people to 

grow our food and heal our injuries; we need love, and for that we need family, partners, 

friends, and pets.  Seeing with grateful eyes requires that we see the web of 

interconnection in which we alternate between being givers and receivers.” 

 A grateful person sees that life is a gift, not a birthright to be claimed, or a means 

to a selfish end.  Using Jewish language, we might say that a grateful person receives 



her gifts as chesed, as lovingkindness, or grace. It is simply given and simply received; 

nothing is owed or paid.      

 In this week’s parsha, we see a profound expression of this sense of grace from 

Leah, our matriarch whom Jacob was tricked into marrying.  Leah, the unloved wife, 

gives birth to three sons, and with each birth, she hopes, Now my husband will love me! 

For Leah these children are not blessings in themselves, she sees them as means to 

win her husband’s love.     

 But everything changes with her fourth son. “This time, she says, ha-pa’am -  I 

sing praise to Adonai --- odeh. She names him Judah, Yehudah – from the same root 

as todah – modeh - thanksgiving.  With this birth, Leah has reached a new spiritual 

place  – for this child she feels true gratitude, gratitude that is not a means to something 

else, a sense of grace that leads her to praise God.  

The ancient rabbis cite Leah here as a model for how to sing words of 

thanksgiving to God.  And of course it is Judah, Yehuda, who will become the leader 

among Jacob’s sons, the most powerful tribe of Israel, and the namesake of Judaism.  

 So Judaism in its very name asks us to live with a thankful stance, a sense of 

grace. Gratitude is so key that our sages said that in the World to Come, an ideal world,  

all  prayers will be annulled, will be unnecessary, except prayers of gratitude.   Even in a 

perfect world, with no more need for prayers of petition or confession, there is always a 

need to say thank you.  It is gratitude that helps us truly treasure and relish the gifts of 

life. Our rabbis were saying that when we feel thankful, we have a taste of an ideal 

world.  

 In this fragile and unsettled world, as we make our way through especially 

challenging times, let us strive to always find the places within ourselves that can say 

todah for God’s blessings, for the generous gifts of life, so that we can build a world of 

chesed and healing.  Modeh ani. Thankful am I.      

 


