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Somebody once said that there are only two kinds of people in the world. There are 
those who wake up in the morning and say, “Good morning, G-d.” And there are those 
who wake up in the morning and say, “Good G-d, it's morning?!?” 

In this week’s Torah portion, Leah gives birth to her fourth son Yehuda. It is of note that 
both this name, and the Hebrew words for thanks - Modeh - share the same three 
letter root. Indeed, upon naming the child Leah declares, “This time I will thank G-d” 
(Bereshis 29:35).    Rashi asks why Leah gave thanks at this particular moment in time 
and with this particular birth.  Rashi tells us that the Matriarchs were prophetesses and 
that as Leah knew Ya’akov would have twelve sons, she expected as one of his four 
wives to only have three sons.  When she had a fourth son she was not only happy but 
grateful that G-d had given her more than her fair share. 

The Talmud (Brachos 7b) tells us that from the day the world was created, no-one 
thanked Hashem until Leah did so at the time of Yehuda’s birth.  This seems a 
remarkable comment.  So many wonderful events had happened before this and no-
one had ever thanked Hashem before Leah?  So why do the Sages say that Leah was the 
first to thank Hashem? 

Rav Yerucham Levovitz answers, based on Chovos Halevavos (Avodas Elokim 6), that 
“when a person receives special assistance from Hashem, this requires that he make an 
additional expression of thanks, over and above what is normal for him. Of course, 
Adam, Avraham and others had thanked Hashem, and Leah had done so before as well. 
Only now, Leah recognised that she had merited an extra form of divine assistance, and 
she therefore gave a greater expression of thanks, by giving a name that embodies the 
very concept of thanks–  Yehuda.” 

Rav Moshe Sternbuch offers a different explanation of what made Leah’s thanks 
unique: “Leah did not thank Hashem for this child alone. Her thanks for Yehuda aroused 
within her a deeper sense of gratitude for all the good she had received throughout her 
life. She thanked Hashem for having merited to marry Ya’akov Avinu, for meriting her 
first three sons, and felt that all that had happened to her throughout her life had come 

from Him.” 

Rav Dovid Hofstadter adds that “Leah recognised that all the difficult times in her life 
had in fact brought her to this great moment. It was clear to her that her hardships — 
such as feeling hated by Ya’akov — had fuelled her heartfelt, tear-laden prayers, 
elevating her to a level of closeness to Hashem she would never have reached without  

 

this. When she thanked Hashem this time, she had in mind even the sufferings she had 

undergone.”  

The first words we are taught to say in the morning immediately upon waking are 
Modeh Ani - I give thanks - expressing gratitude to G-d for the gift of a new day of life.  I 
asked my five-year old granddaughter what she understood by the words ‘thank you’ 
and she said they were, “special words that everyone should use and be thankful for 

everything that Hashem has made”. 

Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks ztl points out that, “the normal word order has been 
inverted – Modeh Ani not Ani Modeh.  Therefore, in Hebrew thanks comes before I - 
Judaism being ‘gratitude with attitude’!!” Rabbi Sacks continues that, “in fact we thank 
before we think and this is the first rule of prayer.” 

Yanki Tauber, building on a teaching of The Lubavitcher Rebbe, explains the significance 
of starting our day by giving thanks in the following way:    “[The] prayer exploits a most 
unique moment of our day—the moment that lies at the threshold of wakefulness, the 
moment that straddles the conscious and supra-conscious domains of our day. There 
are other moments, other prayers in the course of our day which take full advantage of 
our powers of intellect and reasoning—prayers that follow lengthy and profound 
meditations upon their content and significance. 

But each morning, as we move from the liberating hours of sleep to a day of conscious 
thought, a most unique opportunity presents itself: the opportunity to express to 
ourselves a truth that inhabits our deepest selves, to declare what we already know to 
the awaiting day.”      Our tradition teaches us that we cannot enjoy anything of this 
world without first saying a blessing, giving thanks and that gratitude is a fundamental 

Jewish value. 

Just after the passing of Rabbi Sacks, I received a short video that he made entitled 
Understanding Prayer – Thanking and Thinking, with Modeh Ani sung by Omer Adam.  It 
must have been bashert as I was then asked to write this parasha sheet for Vayetze.  
Rabbi Sacks recalled an incident in which he nearly drowned but was saved by an 
unknown saviour on an Italian beach.  He felt that life was a gift and this was reflected 
in Modeh Ani - ‘I thank you, living and enduring king, for You have graciously returned 
my soul within me. Great is your faithfulness’.  He continued “We cannot take life for 
granted and it is a meditation on the miracle of being.  We are here – we might not 
have been and somehow that makes everyday a celebration.” 


