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Rabbi Michael S. Beals      Kol Nidrei 5780 

 

 Gut yontev. 

 Tonight I’d like to jump-start your inspiration to do Tikkun Olam, social 

repair, with an excerpt from The Gratitude Diaries by Janice Kaplan.  To make 

things particularly juicy, I’ll share a story from her chapter, titled: “Falling (Back) in 

Love With my Husband.”  Now I think I have your attention. 

 “Every couple has its divisions of labor, and the next day I started to thank 

Ron [that’s Janice Kaplan’s husband] for the things he usually did without any 

particular mention – balancing the checkbook, repairing a leaky faucet, and 

getting us home safely after a late-night party.” 

 “ ’Thank you for driving in the snow,’ I said as we pulled into the garage. 

 ‘I always drive,’ he said, surprised. 

 ‘And I appreciate that you do.  Especially when it’s dark and we’re both 

tired.  I realize how lucky I am that you handle that for me.’ 

 We didn’t talk about it further, but Ron seemed to pick up the vibe that 

something was changing in our relationship.  The next night, he thanked me for 

making dinner – one of the activities that’s always on my side of the ledger.  
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I shrugged it off (how much credit could I take for frozen ravoli?), but the 

comment still made me feel good.  Whatever we do, it’s nice to be acknowledged. 

 For the first few days, I consciously made myself stop and appreciate my 

husband.  But as one week passed and then another, the flood of good feelings 

started to come naturally, and being thankful to my husband made me feel more 

positive in general.  What was going on?” 

 What was going on, indeed.  It’s brain science.  According to marriage and 

family therapist Dr. Brent Atkinson, whatever the brain does a lot, it gets good at. 

So if expressions of gratitude create a positive mood, it creates a positive reward 

feedback, and then the more you do it, the better you feel, and the more natural 

it becomes.  Yes, without a degree in electronics, you can actually rewire your 

brain! 

 Notice that in the story of Ron and Janice – the good feelings and positivity 

did NOT come first. Rather, it was the conscious choice on Janice’s part first to be 

more mindful of what Ron was doing.  Then Janice deliberately acknowledged and 

thanked Ron which then led – over time-- to the positive feelings.  Instead of 

thoughts leading to feelings leading to actions – in this case it was thoughts 

leading to actions leading to feelings.  [pause] Did you all get that? 



3 
 

 When I talk to my Chabad friends, they will say don’t THINK about Shabbat, 

just DO Shabbat, and the positive feelings will come later.  Perhaps that’s where 

the Nike line, “Just DO it” comes from. [pause] “Shabbos – just DO it!” 

  I will not be providing an infomercial of all the exciting projects our CBS 

Tikkun Olam Committee has lined up for us.  You were given a flyer when you 

walked in this evening instead.  Tonight I am MORE interested in exploring why 

would you want to engage in Tikkun Olam activities at all?  There’s definitely 

more than one answer to that question – but I am interested in the possibility 

that if we address our need to feel and express gratitude, then that will inspire us 

to engage in Tikkun Olam endeavors. 

 In Janice Kaplan’s book, The Gratitude Diaries, she suggests purchasing an 

aesthetically pleasing diary, and every night, before you go to bed, you must write 

down at least one thing that happened that day for which you are grateful.  

Tonight you cannot write down anything because you are not allowed to write on 

yontev. But tomorrow evening, after the break fast, you might write that you are 

grateful that you made it all the way through the fast without giving in to 

temptation. Or write that a sermon encouraged you to be more intentional about 

showing gratitude. 
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 Janice Kaplan holds that if you KNOW you are going to have to face that 

diary before you go to sleep, you spend your days on the lookout for gratitude-

worthy events that merit inclusion in your Book of Gratitude.  And if you do that 

long enough, then you begin to rewire your brain. You become more aware of 

things for which you wish to give thanks. 

 I was happy to learn that in some Delaware public schools, teachers are 

exposing students to a book by Sue Park, A Long Walk to Water.  One of the 

book’s story lines is about a young South Sudanese girl named Nya, who has to 

make two two-hour trips every day to fetch dirty water from a pond to sustain 

her family back in the village.  When you turn the faucet on in your own home, or 

hold your glass up to the built-in dispenser on the fridge door, do you often take 

for granted the immediacy and ease in which filtered water flows into your glass?  

Could you imagine living a life with such mindfulness where you truly appreciated 

the many conveniences you now take for granted?     

 Acknowledging things for which to be grateful is an essential part of 

Judaism.  Our liturgy, going back nearly 1,800 years, is replete with expressions of 

gratitude. 
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 We wake up in the morning, and the first words we are supposed to utter 

are Modeh Ani – I am grateful – simply for being alive.  This is soon followed by 14 

benedictions which follow the choreography of getting up in the morning, from 

waking up, to throwing off the covers, to putting your feet on the ground, to 

dressing yourself.  There are blessings for successful visits to the toilet, to the 

anticipation of eating food, to a grace after meals.  There is a thrice-repeated 

standing Amidah brimming with blessings of gratitude.  Did you know there are 

the incidental blessings along the way – from seeing an unusual-looking person to 

breathing in the fragrance of an aromatic rose?  The rabbis who wrote the Talmud 

commanded us to recite 100 blessings every day – that’s 700 blessings per week, 

2800 blessing per month.  Approximately 33,600 blessings a year. Now if that 

doesn’t rewire the brain, I don’t know what will. 

 Up until I now, I have been mainly focusing on the positive impact gratitude 

has on the person expressing it.  But being the recipient of gratitude can also be 

transformative.   

 I remember a story from Chicken Soup for the Soul,  called Love and the 

Cabbie.  Some of you may remember this. 
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The story opens with two friends exiting a New York Cab.  One friend says to the 

taxi: “Thank you for the ride.  You did a superb job driving.”   

The cabbie thinks the rider is having him on.  But the rider doubles down on the 

compliment and with that the driver is gone. 

 Afterwards, one friend turns to the other and says, and THAT’S how you 

intend to make New York City a nicer place?  The gratitude enthusiast says “yes!”  

He explains that the cabbie might have as many as 20 fares that day.  If, as a result 

of that initial grateful interaction, the cabbie is nice to those fares, those 

passengers might, in turn, be kinder to their employees, shopkeepers, waiters, or 

even their families.  [pause] 

 Maybe one person cannot make a difference.  But tonight we have almost 

1000 people listening to this sermon – perhaps more if you factor in our Live- 

Stream audience.  If each of us decides, from this Kol Nidrei on, that we are going 

to make a conscious effort to express gratitude in a consistent manner, I 

guarantee you, together, we WILL make a difference.   

 As my dear old dad, of blessed memory, would say, in his faux Jewish 

accent: “It couldn’t hoit.” [pause] 
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 Of course it’s hard to express gratitude if you genuinely feel you have 

nothing for which to be thankful.  Nobel Prize winning psychologist Daniel 

Kahneman says ruminating on what went wrong makes evolutionary sense.   

Our ancestors survived by remembering the one poisonous berry they 

encountered and telling their friends about it. Describing the ten tasty ones didn’t 

do much good at all.  We have simply updated that approach.  When this sermon 

is over, and 99 of you tell me on the receiving line you loved it, I am going to 

fixate on the one congregant who told me he hated it.  It’s simply how we are 

wired. That’s why marriage therapists suggest that if you must make a negative 

comment to your spouse, you balance it with five positive statements – one-to-

five is the magic ratio.  

 This must be the basis for the sandwich approach.  If you have a student or 

an employee and you have something they need to change, begin and end the 

encounter with something positive they are doing, so they can hear and absorb 

the thing you want them to work on. 
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 How do we come up with these positive things to say?  One approach 

which I would like you to take home tonight is called “reframing.”  Dr. Robert 

Emmons from U.C. Davis, a world-leading expert on gratitude, writes that you 

don’t need good events in your life in order to feel grateful. Grateful people 

REFRAME what happens to them.  They don’t focus on what they’re lacking; they 

make sure they see the good in what they have. 

 In her book, The Gratitude Diaries, Janice Kaplan imagined if Hamlet, one of 

the most tragic characters in literature was able to reframe. In Act 2, scene 2, 

Hamlet says “There is nothing either good or bad but thinking makes it so.” True 

kings get killed, ghosts appear, and moms get remarried but what really makes 

these events, perhaps, painful or not is how we look at them. What if Hamlet was 

able to reframe? Imagine Hamlet saying “it’s good to be a prince, to live in a nice 

palace, to have a beautiful girlfriend, Ophelia.”  Of course, I put it to you, what’s 

more memorable: “To be or not to be” or “Gosh, I’m one lucky guy.”  Okay, 

perhaps for the sake of literature it was better that Hamlet did not reframe. 

[pause]  But in looking at Hamlet as a whole – it really does boil down to how do 

you choose to look at your life, and reframing can take you to a place of gratitude. 
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 I’d like to give you a real-life example of reframing that happened right 

here, on this bimah, at Beth Shalom, and how reframing can promote Tikkun 

Olam.  The perpetuation of our faith had always been based on Jews marrying 

Jews. Our Conservative Movement used to deal with our adult children on the 

verge of inter-marriage with only one response.  We shunned them.  We didn’t 

wish their parents a mazel tov in shul, and I suppose we felt that this behavior 

would somehow serve as a deterrent.  With intermarriage climbing to close to 

70% in the Jewish community, clearly this approach has not worked. 

 Let’s reframe.  I meet parents of a young couple who are going to 

intermarry.  The parents tell me that their child would like to maintain a 

relationship with the synagogue.  Rather than shun them, I REFRAME.  Let’s 

celebrate the fact that they want to keep Judaism in their lives at all.  On the 

Shabbat before their marriage, the members of our synagogue, and their son or 

daughter, come for an aliyah.  Then the non-Jewish finance  joins me and their 

intended on the bimah.  The couple read the “Prayer for Peace” together. After 

all, if a marriage is going to succeed, it needs Shalom Bayit – Peace in the House.  

Services are followed by a Kiddush bringing everyone together. 
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By reframing the old position of blanket disapproval to a more modern, 

sensitive approach of gratitude, all sorts of things are possible.  Perhaps this 

couple will join a synagogue.  Perhaps this couple will get involved with Jewish 

community life. Perhaps this couple will raise their future children as Jews. 

The main objective is to pass on our Jewish faith to a next generation.  And, for 

me, using reframing to bring a next generation into the fabric of Judaism is an act 

of Tikkun Olam. 

 Acts of Tikkun Olam are derived from the same place in our mind as 

gratitude.  They both come from a place of mindfulness.  We have to be paying 

attention to notice things for which to give thanks.  

 I spoke to a very active practitioner of Tikkun Olam in our synagogue.  I 

asked her what drives her to do the things that she does? I expected some lofty 

response.  She said she simply sees things that need to get done, and she gets 

them done.  She has a critical eye. She is very aware of all the things around her 

that need fixing.  Like the person who gives thanks, my good deeds-doer is highly 

aware. 
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 Aside from being aware of things that need fixing, if we are aware of the 

things we are blessed with, we can use that feeling to help others.  Our feeling of 

gratitude can motivate us to go from a place of apathy to an active state of Tikkun 

Olam.  Why? Because we want to pay it forward.   

 On this Kol Nidrei evening I wish everyone here the gift of gratitude.  I wish 

for us, as a community to cultivate gratitude, to journal our experiences of 

gratitude.  I wish for us to express gratitude to others for both the big gestures 

and the small ones as well—because its potentially transformative.  I wish for 

each of us a heightened sense of things we have to be grateful for –  

as well an ability to reframe potentially negative experiences into positive ones so 

we can add to our grateful experiences.  And finally, I hope from a place of deep 

gratitude, we can embark on a year of greater commitment to acts of Tikkun 

Olam. 

 Tsom kol – I wish you an easy and meaningful fast as we resolve to be 

better people this year and make our world a better place. 
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