How can we sing unto God on Thanksgiving

Rabbi Arturo Kalfus

It all began with the pilgrims on 1621. They loved our Bible. It is no accident that these early settlers called their Plymouth colony, “Little Israel”. I learned that they even compared Governor William Bradford to Moses. Fleeing the lands of oppression, they had found a new home, just as the Israelites had once fled Egyptian slavery and settled in the Holy Land. So it was reasonable that they developed the thanksgiving meal that became our holiday, based on our Succot, which is so connected to planting and harvesting. 

 Thanksgiving ought to remind us about having or developing an attitude. An attitude of gratitude. Our Jewish tradition teaches that we ought to say 100 blessings each day. Each morning we say, Mode Ani Lefaneicha…I am grateful in front of you. In the Amidah, we say Modim Anachnu Lach, We are grateful to you.  Developing this attitude of gratitude should come as second nature for us.  Midrash Vayikra Rabbah (9:7) teaches: “In the world to come all sacrifices will be annulled, but the Thanksgiving sacrifice will not be annulled.  All prayers will be annulled, but prayers of Thanksgiving will not be annulled”. 

I learned recently about new benefits that having an attitude of gratitude can provide us. Researchers tell us that we can have better health, sounder sleep, less anxiety and depression. We can have higher long-term satisfaction with life and kinder behavior to others. People keeping a gratitude journal were more optimistic and felt happier. “If you want to sleep more soundly, count blessings, not sheep” said Dr. Emmons in his book on gratitude research. 

Try it with your family. Say thank you for every thoughtful or kind gesture. Strengthening gratitude makes us less aggressive and enhances our empathy. Dr. Martin Seligman recommends that we should write a 300 word letter to someone who changed our live for the better. Deliver it in person, if possible, and read it slowly to your benefactor. Dr Seligman promises: “You will be happier and less depressed one month from now”. Of course prayer increases gratitude if we take its contents seriously and apply them to our daily lives.

On thanksgiving most of us think primarily about food, the game and maybe store discounts.  Let us this weekend add a new dimension that will enhance our spirit. 

Leah Goldberg wrote a beautiful poem which was put to music and became quite famous in Israel and the diaspora. I will like to share it with you tonight:

Lamdeni Elohai, bracha v’shir Hallel, 
"Teach me my God, a blessing, a prayer
On the mystery of a withered leaf
On ripened fruit so fair
On the freedom to see, to sense,
To breathe, to know, to hope, to despair.
Teach my lips a blessing, a hymn of praise
As each morning and night
You renew Your days,
Lest my days be as the one before
Lest routine set my ways."
 -- Leah Goldberg (translated by Pnina Peli)
Lamdeni Elohai, bracha v’shir Hallel,
Teach me my God, a blessing, a prayer…
So on this Shabbat and Thanksgiving weekend I ask you: How can we sing unto God? 
Shabbat Shalom.
