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Gratitude 
(A Sermon for the High Holy Days, 2015) 

By Haskel Lookstein 
 

“God Owes Me Nothing” 
  
These words did not originate with me.  They form the title of my father’s 

unfinished autobiography. 
 
It was to be an ode of gratitude for the blessings in his life: his family, this 

congregation, Ramaz – the school – and its namesake (the Ramaz) and other aspects 
of his life. 

   
 I am not contemplating writing a similar work, but the confluence of returning 
home to our shul, completing the total renovation of the synagogue house/Ramaz 
Lower School building and the recent election of Rabbi Steinmetz by KJ and the arrival 
of Rabbi Grossman as Head of School at Ramaz, all inspire me to think about the 
central theme of my father’s unfinished book – gratitude, or thanksgiving.  In Hebrew:  
Todah or Hoda’ah.  It’s a big subject, but our time is limited – and since I want to earn 
your gratitude – I will discuss only three aspects of gratitude and close with one moral 
principle.   
 
 First:  There is no todah without dayeinu.  One does not feel grateful until one 
feels satisfied. 
 
 The paradigmatic example of this is the Biblical Matriarch, Leah, the 
unappreciated and unloved wife.  God blessed her with four sons.  She named the first:  
Reuvain, saying: כי עתה יאהבני אישי כי ראה ה' בעניי  “For God has seen my affliction; 
maybe now my husband will love me.” 
 
 The second:  Shim’on, saying: כי שמע ה' כי שנואה אנכי  “For God has heard that I 
am despised.” 
 
 The third:  Levi, because תי לו שלשה בניםדהפעם ילוה לי אישי כי יל . “Maybe this time 
my husband will accompany me because I bore him three sons.” 
 
 The fourth:  Judah, saying 'הפעם אודה את ה “This time I will thank God.”   ותעמד
 ”.and she stopped having babies“ – מלדת
 
 After the first three births, Leah only wanted – or needed – more and, therefore,  
she never thanked God.  By the fourth, she was satisfied.  She had had enough.  And 
so, she made a b’racha:  Ha-tov v’ha-meitiv.  She thanked God.  And stopped giving 
birth.  
 
 First:  Dayeinu; then Todah! 
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 This is the theme – and perhaps the fundamental message – of Shabbat.  There 
is no Shabbat without Dayeinu.  Otherwise we would just keep on working and doing 
and striving and competing.  “Rabbi Lookstein:  I just love Shabbos”, a highly 
industrious and accomplished convert said to me once.  “I disconnect from my cell 
phone, computer, beeper and everything and I am exclusively with my husband and 
children.  I just love Shabbos.” 
 
 She gets it!  Unknowingly, she expressed the first verse of the psalm for 
Shabbat: השבת טוב להודות לה' ...מזמור שיר ליום   
 
 “A Psalm for the Sabbath day; It is good to thank God…” 
 
 That feeling of gratitude comes from a feeling of שמח בחלקו, we are happy with 
what we have.  On the Sabbath we feel like we have no needs.  We do not ask God in 
our prayers for any of our needs because we feel satisfied.  Our sages call the Sabbath 
a taste of the world to come מעין עולם הבא    – a world in which we have no needs. 
 
 So, our first aspect of gratitude is that it is a result of our learning to be            
 .happy with what we have שמח בחלקו
 
 If we can say “Dayeinu” we will say “todah” 
 
 Ah!  But saying it – and feeling it – is hard. Dayeinu runs somewhat counter to 
human nature.  Contentment is not natural to us.  We always want more, no matter how 
much we have – so how can we ever be grateful? 
 
 We tend to compare ourselves to others who have more than we have: 
possessions, family, health, happiness. 
 
 Often such comparisons are inaccurate.  Most people have bundles of problems 
and difficulties greater than ours.  How does the saying go: if I entered a room where 
everyone had deposited his or her pecklach I would probably be happy taking my own 
peckle and leaving.  Or as Dennis Prager once put it:  “I walk around amazed at my 
good fortune.  Given how much unjust suffering and unhappiness there are in this world, 
I am deeply grateful for… how much misery I have been spared.”  (Happiness Is a 
Serious Problem P.11-12) 
 
 Here is a Prager example from the real world. 
 
About twenty years ago, the following scene took place in our shul.  An elderly man 
fainted during Musaf.  Hatzolah came and went through their routine, ultimately placing 
him on a stretcher, as Chazzan Davis nervously completed the Musaf Shemoneh Esreh 
in record time.  As the women were filing out of the balcony, one of them asked Mrs. 
Esther Eisenstat;  How are you?  Mrs. Eisenstat, then in her eighties ,who had been 
widowed when her two sons were young boys and who had, arguably, a very difficult life 
and, in her older years, was stooped and bowed from osteoporosis, but who had the 
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greatest disposition and sense of humor (which her son, Sandy, thinks he inherited), 
looked at the man being wheeled out and responded to her questioner: “How am I?  
Compared to him, I’m great!”  What an attitude! 
 
 How much are we prepared to pay a surgeon to replace our arthritic hip or knee 
or repair a detached retina?  How much then should we thank God for all our body parts 
that work just fine?   
 
 Says the author of ישרים מסילת .  A person is alive?  He/she must thank God?   
          
 A person is healthy?  Certainly thank God. 
 
 Sick?  He should also be grateful because, miraculously, he is dealing with it.  
Rich?  Certainly thank God.  Poor?  Also thank God because, despite his poverty, he is 
somehow surviving. 
 
 We need to focus on what we have that is good, and not on what we lack and 
what is bad.  And then, thinking positively, and comparing ourselves with others who 
have far less, be grateful.   
 
 The Halakha helps to ingrain within us the feeling of Dayeinu and gratitude. 
 
 That is what “Benchin” is all about   ואכלת ושבעת וברכת “When you eat, and you 
are satisfied (i.e. Dayeinu), say thank you to God.” 
 
 The festivals are all about gratitude to God for how far we have come.  Think of 
Sukkot (as the Rambam explains in the Guide to the Perplexed, Book III).  In the 
aftermath of the harvest, remember how we once sat in booths in the desert.  We must 
not allow ourselves to think that our success is all ours.  We came from very humble 
beginnings, and we must thank God for how far we have come. 
 
 “Gratitude”, says Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, “also lies behind a fascinating feature of 
the Amidah.  When the leader of prayer repeats the Amidah aloud, we are silent other 
than for the responses of Kedushah, and saying Amen after each blessing, with one 
exception.  When the leader says the words Modim anachnu lakh, “We give thanks to 
You,” the congregation says a parallel passage known as Modim de-Rabbanan.  For 
every other blessing of the Amidah, it is sufficient to assent to the words of the leader by 
saying Amen.  The one exception is Modim, ‘We give thanks.’  Rabbi Elijah Spira (1660-
1712) in his work Eliyahu Rabbah, explains that when it comes to saying thank you, we 
cannot delegate this to someone else to do in our behalf.  Thanks has to come directly 
from us.”   
 
 Jewish prayer is a daily seminar in gratitude for all that we have.  We tend not to 
be grateful for what we have.  We take what we have for granted and assume it will 
always be there.  But it’s not always there. 
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 Recently, I visited someone in the hospital who endured a siege of medical 
problems and, thank God, recovered.  Part of the recovery period required a catheter.  
When I visited him after its removal he said:  “Rabbi Lookstein:  I don’t think I will ever 
again fail to say “Asher yatzar” (the bracha we recite after the elimination of bodily 
waste).  
 

Question:  Where was he when everything was going normally?  Answer:  He 
was human; he was normal; like all of us.  We take our health and bodily functions for 
granted.  Says the Halakhah:  Do not take any of this for granted.  Recite the morning 
blessings every day with kavanna.   

 
 Asher Yatzar – Gratitude that everything works. 
 
 E-lohai Neshama – Gratitude that I wake up and my mind works. 
 
,ברכות התורה   Torah Blessings – Gratitude that I am a Jew and live by the Torah. 
 
,פוקח עורים   The blessing of sight – 
 
 Last spring, I was operated on for a partially torn retina.  About a week later, I 
took a flight to Florida with Audrey.  As the plane ascended, I noticed the affected eye 
was getting blurry.  By the time we reached the flying altitude, I could not see out of that 
eye.  I was terrified!  I didn’t say a word to Audrey because I didn’t want to terrify her.  In 
my mind, I envisioned blindness in one eye.  The two and a-half hour flight seemed 
endless, but as the plane descended I found that my sight was slowly improving in that 
eye.  Obviously, it had something to do with the pressurized cabin.  Once on the 
ground, I surreptitiously called my eye doctor, Dr. Robert Friedman, and told him what I 
was experiencing.  He calmed me down and suggested that I call him in an hour and tell 
him how things were.  By the time an hour had passed my vision had returned to 
normal.  But I had a new sensitivity to the blessing of sight which we recite every 
morning.  
 
 Take nothing for granted.  Thank God for everything simply by making blessings. 
 
 Let us summarize our thoughts so far. 
 

1. There is no gratitude without Dayeinu – we must be happy with what God has 
given us. 

2. We cannot feel that satisfaction if we keep focusing on what we do not have or 
on others who we think have more than we. 

3. The Halakhah helps us to internalize the feeling of Dayeinu through Benchin, 
festivals, modim and daily blessings. 

Finally, a moral principle that flows from all of this:  There can be no gratitude 
without humility.  And expressing gratitude engenders humility. 
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If we think we have everything coming to us we will never be grateful.  Why should 
we be grateful?  We are entitled!  It’s my right!  I paid for it! I worked for it! I inherited it!  I 
don’t have to be grateful for it – neither to God nor to people. 

 
Judaism mandates a specific b’racha when a person survives serious illness, or a 

life-threatening danger, or childbirth. ברוך...הגומל לחייבים טובות שגמלני כל טוב 
 
“Blessed are you, God, King of the Universe, who bestows good on the unworthy 

and who bestowed good upon me.” 
 
Question:  Why the word “unworthy”?  Answer:  Because we should always consider 

ourselves unworthy and undeserving of all the kindness and blessings that we receive.  
We should never think of ourselves as entitled to good fortune. 

   
For if I am entitled to blessings; if I have expectations of being given something, why 

should I be grateful?  It was coming to me!  I deserved it!  David Brooks (New York 
Times July 28, 2015) wrote instructively:  “Gratitude happens when some kindness 
exceeds expectations, when it is undeserved”   הגומל לחיבים טובות    God gives blessings 
to the undeserving or unworthy. 

 
(At this point, I donned a METS hat and said:) 

 
Those of us who are METS fans understand this intuitively.  We know we are 

entitled to nothing.  We have no expectations.  If the METS are having an incredible run, 
we are humbly grateful, because we never felt we were entitled to any of this! 

 
Rav Yitzchak Hutner, in his famous work, Pachad Yitzchak, made a fascinating 

observation.  The word מודה has two meanings:  “I thank,” and “I confess.”  Rav Hutner 
explains that when we thank God, we simultaneously confess and admit our limitations, 
our vulnerability, our unworthiness, our needs which we cannot fulfill ourselves.  

  
Out of that הודאה - confession – comes הודאה  - gratitude – to God or to people 

because we realize we are entitled to nothing and therefore we are grateful for 
everything.   

 
So, my father’s unfinished autobiography also had an unfinished title.  “God Owes 

Me Nothing,” he wrote, and, “Therefore, I Am Grateful for Everything!” 
 
May this be a year for all of us, of humility and non-entitlement, and may God and 

our society bestow upon us abundant and unexpected blessings, for which we must be 
profoundly grateful. 
 
 


