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When a child learns to speak, the first ethical behavioral lesson taught is politeness, that 
is, the golden words-“Please” and “Thank you.”  As important as it may be to know how to ask 
for something, it is even more important to know how to say “Thanks”. 
 
 Psychological studies reveal that gratitude is more than just a social nicety, or a way of 
making the helper feel good; it reassures others their help was actually appreciated and it 
encourages further pro-social behavior.  What about thanking God?  Does God need 
encouragement and constant appreciation? 
 
 One may argue that most of Jewish liturgy is about thanking God.  Pre-eminent among 
this plethora of thanks is the Birkat Ha’mazon/Blessing after meals.  The mitzvah (obligation) for 
saying this blessing is learned from Deuteronomy 8:10-“When you have eaten your fill, give 
thanks to the Lord your God for the good land which He has given you.” 
 
 I can understand the psychology of thanking one another for an act done or gift given, but 
does God really require a formal “thank you”?  The late Professor Abraham Joshua Heschel 
taught, “Prayer is our humble answer to the inconceivable surprise of living. . . . gratefulness for 
witnessing the wonder, for the gift of our unearned right to serve, to adore, and to fulfill.  It is 
gratefulness which makes the soul great.” 
 
 Learning the skill of gratefulness is the key to mastering the divine art of appreciation.  It 
is learning to appreciate our unique relationship with God.  The Jew does not say the blessing 
over the bread (Motzi) as the wheat is being harvested. Only when the miracle of the wheat 
(God’s presence) partners with humankind to make the bread does it become worthy of blessing 
and thankfulness.  Only when the partnership of God and humankind comes together to produce 
the life-sustaining food, and then only after it has been consumed, do we offer the Birkat 
Ha’mazon/the blessing for the meal. 
 
 In the prologue to Heschel’s book of Yiddish poems he writes,  “I did not ask for success; 
I asked for wonder.”  Blessings of thankfulness are our way of expressing wonder at the gift of 
life and all that sustains it. 
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