
Complacence,   Fragility,   Gratitude.   
 
This   past   week,   Ethan   and   I   had   the   opportunity   to   travel   to   Oregon   and   Washington   to   celebrate   the  
wedding   of   a   friend   and   explore.   I   learned   that   in   the   Paci�c   Northwest   there   are   two   famous   Harry  
Trumans:   the   �rst   of   course   is   Harry   S.   Truman,   the   33rd   president   of   the   United   States,   implementor  
of   the   Marshall   Plan   and   founder   of   NATO.   The   second   is   Harry   R.   Truman,   who   died   on   May   18th,  
1980.   There   are   a   couple   of   folk   songs   about   him   and   also   a   docudrama.   
 
Harry   R.   Truman   ran   a   lodge   on   spirit   lake,   in   the   shadow   of   Mt.   St.   Helens.   In   1980,   as   it   became   clear  
that   Mt.   St   Helens   would   erupt   any   minute   and   all   other   people   evacuated,   Harry   R.   Truman   stayed  
put.   Children   in   schools   wrote   him   letters,   begging   him   to   evacuate.   He   told   the   press,   “If   the  
mountain   goes,   I'm   going   with   it.   This   area   is   heavily   timbered,   Spirit   Lake   is   in   between   me   and   the  
mountain,   and   the   mountain   is   a   mile   away,   the   mountain   ain't   gonna   hurt   me.”   On   May   18th,   Mt  
Saint   Helens   erupted,   causing   the   largest   landslide   in   recorded   history.   Harry   R.   Truman   died   under  
150   feet   of   mountain   that   landed   atop   his   lodge.   
 
Truman   loved   Spirit   Lake   and   he   loved   the   mountain,   but   he   grew   complacent,   he   forgot   the   fragility  
of   it   all.    
 
Our   Parsha   knows   that   people   can   grow   complacent   when   things   are   good.    

ְבָּת׃  ים   ִּתְבֶנ֖ה   ְוָיָׁשֽ ים   טֹוִב֛ ְעּתָ   ּוָבִּת֥  ֶּפן־ּתֹאַכ֖ל   ְוָׂשָב֑
When   you   have   eaten   your   �ll,   and   have   built   �ne   houses   to   live   in,  

ה׃  ל   ֲאֶׁשר־ְל�֖   ִיְרֶּבֽ ב   ִיְרֶּבה־ָּל֑�   ְוֹכ֥ ֶסף   ְוָזָה֖ ן   ְוֶכ֥ אְנ�֙   ִיְרְּביֻ֔ ֹֽ ְר�֤   ְוצ  ּוְבָקֽ
and   your   herds   and   �ocks   have   multiplied,   and   your   silver   and   gold   have   increased,   and   everything   you  
own   has   prospered,  

ים׃  ית   ֲעָבִדֽ ִים   ִמֵּב֥ ֶרץ   ִמְצַר֖ י�   ַהּמֹוִציֲא�֛   ֵמֶא֥ ַכְחּתָ֙   ֶאת־ה   ֱא-�ֶה֔ �   ְוָׁשֽ ם   ְלָבֶב֑  ְוָר֖
beware   lest   your   heart   grow   haughty   and   you   forget   the   LORD   your   God—who   freed   you   from   the  
land   of   Egypt,   the   house   of   bondage;  
 
When   things   are   good,   says   Moshe   in   our   Parsha,   it’s   easy   to   forget   where   it   comes   from.   It’s   hard   to  
feel   grateful   for   “normal.”    Fortunately,   the   Torah   o�ers   us   a   solution:   Birkat   Hamazon.   

�׃  ַתן־ָלֽ ר   ָנֽ ה   ֲאֶׁש֥ ֶרץ   ַהֹּטָב֖ ַרְכּתָ֙   ֶאת־ה'   ֱא-�ֶהי�   ַעל־ָהָא֥ ְעּתָ   ּוֵבֽ  ְוָאַכְלָּת֖   ְוָׂשָב֑
When   you   have   eaten   your   �ll,   give   thanks   to   the   LORD   your   God   for   the   good   land   which   He   has  
given   you.  
 
The   Torah   suggests   that   there   are   two   ways   that    שובע,   satiation,   can   go:   either   you   eat,   are   satis�ed   and  
become   haughty.   OR,   you   eat,   are   satis�ed,   and   you   bless   Hashem.   Our   Parsha   doesn’t   leave   any  
neutral   ground   between   those   two   options.   That’s   pretty   interesting.   
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The   19th   century   Italian   commentator   named   Samuel   David   Luzzatto   wrote   on   this   pasuk   
  לפי   הפשט   אין   זה   צווי, 

According   to   a   simple   reading   of   the   text,   this   verse   commanding   us   to   bless   is   not   a   commandment.   
  רק   הודעה   שכל   כך   תהיה   טובתך   והצלחתך   עד   כי   מעצמך   תכיר   חסד   הבורא   ותתעורר   לברכו; 

It   is   just   letting   you   know   that   the   goodness   and   success   you   will   see   on   the   land   will   be   so   great   that   on  
your   own   you   will   see   the   Creator   and   awaken   to   bless   Him.   
 
According   to   Luzzatto,   the   plain   reading   of   this   verse   is   actually   even   more   extreme:   either   you  
spontaneously   feel   overwhelmed   by   goodness   and   bless   Hashem,   or   you   become   haughty.   By   this  
reading,   our   tradition   is   actually   a   compromise:   you   can’t   possibly   feel   overwhelmed   by   blessing   each  
time,   so   let’s   have   a   liturgy   that   we   recite   after   eating,   putting   pre-written   words   of   abundant   gratitude  
into   our   mouths.   The   verses   of   the   Torah   hold   us   to   an   intensely   high   emotional   standard,   and   the  
rabbis,   by   crafting   birkat   hamazon,   help   us   �gure   out   how   to   �ll   it   as   best   we   can.   
 
Maimonides   in   Hilchot   Te�llah   (1:2)   writes   that   this   is   actually   how   all   Jewish   prayer   was   originally.   

 ֵאָלא   ִחּיּוב   ִמְצָוה   זֹו,   ָּכ�   הּוא--ֶׁשְּיֶהא   ָאָדם   ִמְתַּפֵּלל   ּוִמְתַחֵּנן   ְּבָכל   יֹום,   ּוַמִּגיד   ְׁשָבחֹו   ֶׁשְּלַהָּקדֹוׁש   ָּברּו�   הּוא,   ְוַאַחר   ָּכ�   ׁשֹוֵאל   ְצָרָכיו 
 ְׁשהּוא   ָצִרי�   ָלֶהן   ְּבַבָּקָׁשה   ּוִבְתִחָּנה,   ְוַאַחר   ָּכ�   נֹוֵתן   ְׁשָבח   ְוהֹוָדָיה   ַלה'   ַעל   ַהּטֹוָבה   ֶׁשִהְׁשִּפיעַ   לֹו:    ָּכל   ֶאָחד   ְּכִפי   ּכֹוחֹו. 

The   core   obligation   is   as   follows:   That   a   person   should   stand   in   prayer   before   Hashem   each   day.   He  
should   praise   God,   and   then   he   should   ask   for   the   things   he   needs,   and   then   he   should   praise   and   give  
thanks   to   Hashem   for   all   the   good   that   He   has   caused   him.    Each   person   should   do   this   according   to  
their   own   strengths.   
 
But,   writes   Maimonides,   over   the   course   of   the   Babylonian   exile   people   lost   their   ability   to   pray   this  
way.   So   Ezra   established   the   Shemonah   Esrei--   eighteen   blessings   to   recite   morning   afternoon   and  
night.   
 
But   the   danger   of   the   rabbinic   compromise   is   that   we   can   still   become   complacent.   We   can   say   the  
words   of   Te�llah   and   leave   emotionless,   not   having   gone   through   the   praise-request-thanks   cycle   in   our  
hearts   or   minds.   We   can   say   birkat   hamazon   multiple   times   a   day,   and   still   not   feel   one   bit   of   gratitude  
for   the   food   we   eat.   
 
Every   so   often   I   have   an   experience   that   reminds   me   how   broken   my   relationship   is   with   nature.   Last  
week,   Ethan   and   I   brought   a   bag   of   apples   with   us   on   our   trip.   While   taking   o�   a   sticker,   we   realized:  
these   apples   had   come   home.   They   had   been   shipped   from   Washington   state   to   Chicago,   and   we   had  
just   �own   them   back.   We   joked   about   it,   and   welcomed   the   apples   home   before   devouring   them.   
 
But   that   moment   was   also   a   little   bit   sad   for   us--   when   is   the   last   time   we   thought   about   where   our  
food   was   grown?   Why   didn’t   we   know   that   most   of   our   apples   are   grown   in   Washington?   Why   don’t  
we   pay   attention   to   the   absolute   miracle   and   majesty   that   is   our   local   grocery   store,   carrying   fresh  
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produce   from   around   the   planet,   let   alone   the   miracle   that   is   the   existence   of   this   fruit   at   all,   it’s   ability  
to   spring   forth   from   the   earth?   I   always   say   a   blessing,   boreh   pri   haetz,   but   when   did   I   really   think  
about   the   details?   
 
We’re   complacent.   
 
When   you’re   complacent,   you   forget   about   the   fragility   of   it   all.   You   forget   that   it’s   all   a   miracle,   that   it  
can’t   be   taken   for   granted,   that   it   could   disappear   at   any   moment.   Like   Harry   R.   Truman,   you   say,   “the  
mountain   ain’t   gonna   hurt   me”   not   because   you   know   that   it   won’t   but   because   it’s   been   good   to   you  
up   until   now   and   that   has   made   you   forget   that   it’s    a   literal   volcano ,   fragile,   on   the   edge,   about   to  
explode.   
 
To   be   grateful   for   the   land   is   to   realize   it’s   fragility.   To   have   counter-factual   awareness,   and   know   that   it  
could   easily   be   di�erent.   And   in   fact,   we   are   all   epically   fragile.   As   if   it   knew   that   Ethan   and   I   were  
having   a   volcano   themed   week,   the   New   York   Times   published   an    Op-Ed    this   week   about   the  
supervolcano   bubbling   beneath   Yellowstone   National   Park.   Yellowstone   most   recently   erupted  
640,000   years   ago,   but   scientists   believe   that   if   it   erupted   today   it   would   be   “the   greatest   catastrophe  
since   the   dawn   of   civilization”   --   plunging   much   of   the   world   into   darkness   and   mass   starvation.   
 
The   site   of   Mt   St   Helens   is   much   less   extreme,   but   still,   forty   years   later,   the   profound   destruction   was  
visible   to   the   eye.   The   mountain   has   a   hole   at   the   top.   You   can   see   where   all   that   earth   landed,   in  
formations   called   “hummocks.”   Every   piece   of   �ora   and   fauna   in   sight   is   new   since   1980,   when   the  
volcano   wiped   out   every   living   thing.  
 
But   the   fascinating   result   of   my   recognition   of   this   fragility   was...gratitude.   Gratitude   that   it   hadn’t  
been   worse.   Gratitude   that   I   and   my   loved   ones   were   safe.   Gratitude   that   now   we   could   visit,   learn,  
hike,   see   it   for   ourselves.   
 
The   structure   of   our   weekday   Amidah   re�ects   this   very   truth:   we   only   express   gratitude   at   the   end,  
after   we’ve   put   forward   a   long   series   of   requests.   Why   not   begin   with   gratitude?   Because   the   bakashot,  
the   requests   we   make   in   our   Te�llah,   are   supposed   to   be   a   deep   expression   of   fragility   and   need.   And  
only   once   we’ve   broken   out   of   our   “everything   is   okay”   complacency   and   recognized   our   fragility,   can  
we   actually   be   grateful.   
 
In   weeks   like   this   one,   it’s   easier   than   ever   to   realize   our   fragility.   My   father   was   on   the   local   news   in  
Boston   this   past   week   because   he   discovered   that   his   face   and   the   faces   of   some   of   his   students   were  
posted   on   a   White   Supremacist   website,   the   Vanguard   News   Network.   Brandeis   took   it   to   the   FBI,   but  
it’s   just   a   reminder:   we   are   all   incredibly   fragile.   But   there’s   an   upside   to   fragility,   because   you   become  
grateful   for   things   you   didn’t   know   you   needed   to   be   grateful   for.   I’m   actively   grateful   no   white  
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surpremacist   crazy   person   took   any   action   based   on   that   picture.   I’m   grateful   that   the   FBI   cares   enough  
to   investigate.   I’m   glad   that   Brandeis   has   my   dad’s   back.   
 
So   here’s   an   argument   for   fragility.   For   going   out   looking   for   it,   wherever   it   can   be   found--   whether  
outside   in   nature   or   inside   in   our   hearts.   For   achieving   counter-factual   awareness,   knowledge   that   our  
lives   could   easily   be   otherwise,   and   celebrating   the   fragile   balances   we’ve   struck.   That   feeling   of   fragility  
serves   us,   it   wakes   us   up,   and   pushes   us   to   gratitude.   
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