AKSE Rosh Hashanah 5787 —First Day Sermon
By Rabbi Abraham L. Rabinovich, Ph.D.

Modeh Ani — I Am Grateful

Shanah Tovah!

Dear friends,

There is a story about a man who was driving around and around, desperately looking for a

parking spot.
He was already late. He circled the block once. Twice. Three times.
Finally, he looked up toward heaven and said:

“God, I know I haven’t always been the most observant person. I know I’ve made mistakes. But
if You could just give me one parking space right now, I have a very important business meeting
that my entire future depends on. I promise I will change. I will go to synagogue every Shabbat. I

will give more tzedakah. I will be a better person.”

And suddenly, a car pulled out of a parking space right in front of him.

The man looked up and said:

“Never mind, God. I found one myself!”

We laugh because we recognize something of ourselves in that story.

How often do we ask for something, receive it, and then immediately move on?

How often do we notice what is missing from our lives, but fail to notice what is already there?
That is why I want to begin this New Year with one simple idea:

Gratitude.

Jewish wisdom has been teaching us how to live with gratitude for thousands of years.

You don't need to go to Barnes & Noble and buy another book about how to live a happier life.
You can simply open the Siddur, the Jewish prayer book.

Because Judaism teaches us that gratitude should be among the very first thoughts of our day.

Before we check our phones.



Before we read the news.

Before we look at our schedules.

Before we worry about everything that needs to get done.
Before we even get out of bed, we say:

Modeh Ani Lefanecha, Melech Chai V'Kayam,
Shehechezarta Bi Nishmati B'chemlah, Rabbah Emunatecha!

“I give thanks to You, living and everlasting King, for You have restored my soul to me with

mercy. Great is Your faithfulness!”

Think about that.

The first words Judaism places on our lips every morning are not:
“I need.”

“I want.”

“I’m worried.”

“I’'m late.”

They are:

“Thank You.”

Thank You for another day.

Thank You for returning my soul.

Thank You for life.

Thank You for the opportunity to begin again.

And perhaps Judaism understands something profound about human nature:

If we begin our day with gratitude, we are much more likely to experience the rest of the

day with gratitude.

One of the most delightful moments of my rabbinate has been participating in Junior

Congregation.



Every once in a while, I would ask the children to come up with three things they were grateful

for.

And sometimes they would panic.

They would look at me as if I had asked them to solve the most difficult mathematical equation.
“Three things? Right now?”

So I would say:

“Okay. Touch your head.”

They would touch their heads.

“There you go. Something to be grateful for, for the ability to think.”
“Touch your heart.”

They would touch their hearts.

“Something else to be grateful for, for the ability to feel.”
“Touch your mouth.”

And suddenly they realized:

I have so much to be grateful for.

We take so much for granted.

Our mind.

Our heart.

Our ability to speak.

Our ability to walk.

Our families.

Our friends.

Our homes.

Our food.

Our community.



And most fundamentally:

the gift of being alive.

Today, as we begin the Jewish year 5787, I choose to begin with an attitude of gratitude.
And Judaism takes this idea even further.

The Talmud (Menachot 43b), teaches that a person should recite one hundred blessings every

day.

Rabbi Meir derives this from the verse:

TaYR XY TP 7T R 2R naw)

“And now, Israel, what does the Lord your God ask of you?”’ (Deuteronomy 10:12)
The Hebrew word mah, “what,” is read as me’ah, meaning “one hundred.”

One hundred blessings.

At first, that sounds like an enormous number.

But when we look at our daily Jewish lives, we discover that our tradition has created a rhythm
of gratitude throughout the entire day. If you just follow along the Siddur daily, you would easily
reach 100 blessings a day.

We bless God when we wake up.

We bless God when we pray.

We bless God before we eat.

We bless God after we eat.

We bless God when we experience something beautiful.
We bless God for the basic functions of our bodies.

Our day becomes punctuated by moments of:

Baruch Atah Hashem.

Blessed are You, God.

Judaism is teaching us to stop.



To notice.

To appreciate.

To say thank you.

Because gratitude doesn't happen automatically.

We have to train ourselves to notice the blessings that surround us.

The Talmud (Berakhot 60b-61a), describes the morning blessings in exactly this way.

When we stretch our bodies and begin to move, we say Matir Asurim — “Who releases the

bound.”

When we stand up straight, we say Zokef Kefufim — “Who straightens the bent.” And the list

goes on.

When we take our first step, we say HaMeichin Mitz'adei Gaver — “Who prepares the steps of
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man.
And the list goes on...

Our tradition takes the most ordinary movements of our morning and turns them into

opportunities for gratitude.

Think about how remarkable that is.

We don't wait for a miracle to say thank you.

We say thank you for being able to get out of bed.
We say thank you for being able to hear.

We say thank you for being able to walk.

We say thank you for being able to breathe.

Our Siddur has a blessing for everything: when we see the ocean, hear thunder, see a rainbow or
beautiful trees, meet a wise person, or see an attractive creature, etc. As the line from Fiddler on

the Roof goes, “There is a blessing for every occasion!”

Judaism is teaching us that the ordinary is actually extraordinary.



There is a beautiful teaching of the Ba’al HaTurim on the 100 adanim — the sockets or

foundations — of the Mishkan.

He connects those one hundred foundations of the Sanctuary with the tradition of one hundred

blessings each day.
The message is powerful:
One hundred blessings are the foundation of our day.

Just as the Mishkan could not stand without its foundations, perhaps our lives cannot stand firmly

without gratitude.

Gratitude grounds us.

It gives us perspective.

It reminds us that we did not build everything ourselves.
We did not get here entirely on our own.

Behind every success are people who helped us, opportunities we did not create, circumstances

we could not control, and ultimately a God who gives us life itself.
And that brings me to another important idea:
Gratitude requires humility.

The arrogant person thinks:

“I deserve this.”

“I earned this.”

“This belongs to me.”

“I am entitled to it.”

But the grateful person asks:

“How fortunate am 1?”

“How blessed am 17

“Who helped me get here?”

“What have I received that I could never have created by myself?”



That may be one reason the word we use in the Amidah is:
Modim,

We give thanks!

We bow when we say it.

There is a beautiful connection here.

We bow as we give thanks.

Because true gratitude brings us down to earth.

It reminds us that we are not entirely self-made.

We are recipients before we are achievers.

We are blessed before we are successful.

It is not a coincidence that the numerical value of the word Modim in Hebrew equals 100. (Kol

Bo, 122)
And there is another remarkable Midrash.

Bamidbar Rabbah (18:21) tells us that during the time of King David, one hundred people were
dying every day from a plague.

King David responded by instituting one hundred blessings every day.

And the Midrash tells us that when those blessings were instituted, the plague stopped.

I don't read that Midrash as a medical explanation for illness.

I read it as a spiritual teaching.

The Midrash is telling us that gratitude changes the way we experience life.

When everything is going wrong, gratitude doesn't necessarily make the problem disappear.
But it changes us in the midst of the problem.

It changes our perspective.

It changes our hearts.

It gives us strength.



The antidote to taking life for granted is to become conscious of the gift of life.
And that brings me to Rosh Hashanah.

On Rosh Hashanah, we hear the shofar.

According to a longstanding Jewish custom, we hear one hundred shofar blasts.
And we are taught to recite one hundred blessings each day.

Could there be a connection?

Perhaps.

The hundred blessings are the sounds of gratitude that we create throughout the year.
And the hundred sounds of the shofar are the wake-up call we hear on Rosh Hashanah.
The shofar cries out:

Wake up!

Pay attention!

Don't sleepwalk through your life.

Don't take another year for granted.

Notice what you have.

Notice who is beside you.

Notice the people you love.

Notice the opportunities you have been given.

Notice that you are here.

And perhaps the deepest message of the shofar is simply:

Wake up and be grateful and express your gratitude to others.

There is a beautiful teaching attributed to the Ba’al Shem Tov.

Every time we say:

Baruch Hashem — Blessed is God

we are reminding ourselves that whatever we have is ultimately a blessing.



So imagine that someone asks you:

“How are you?”

Instead of simply answering:

“Fine.”

Try saying:

“Baruch Hashem, I’m fine.”

It is a small change.

But it changes our consciousness.

Because suddenly, “fine” is not simply a condition.
It becomes a blessing.

And if we begin to see the ordinary moments of our lives as blessings, our entire lives can

become a prayer.

Getting up becomes a prayer.

Eating becomes a prayer.

Seeing our children becomes a prayer.

Walking into this sanctuary becomes a prayer.

Sitting next to someone we love becomes a prayer.

And every breath we inhale is another prayer.

As Rabbi Levi says in the name of Rabbi Hanina:

For every breath a person takes, he should praise the Creator.

The proof comes from the final verse of Psalms:

“Kol haneshamah tehallel Yah” — “Let every soul praise God.”
The Midrash suggests that we read ‘Al Kol Neshimah u'Neshimah Tehallel Yah”
— “For every breath, praise God.” (Bereshit Rabbah 14:9)

Every breath becomes an opportunity to say:



Thank You HaShem for the gift of life.

Every breath is a gift.

And so, today, I want to practice what I am preaching.
I want to say thank you.

I am grateful to G-d Almighty for the gift of life.

For health.

For family.

For this community.

For the privilege of serving as your rabbi.

I want to offer a special thank you to Martin Cohn, our past president, whom we honor today, for

your leadership and devotion to AKSE.

And to our current co-presidents, David and Susan Epstein, thank you for your leadership, your

dedication, and your partnership.
I have truly enjoyed working with you.

I also want to express my deepest gratitude to our Executive Board, our Board of Governors, and

to all of you.

Thank you for believing in me.

Thank you for renewing my contract for the next five years.
That is not something I take for granted.

It is both a privilege and a responsibility.

I look forward to working closely with all of you to strengthen and grow AKSE and to build an

even stronger Jewish community together.

To my wonderful wife Ariel, for all your love and support.
And then there are my adorable twins.

Akiva and Adele are learning to talk and walk.

And one of Adele's favorite words is:
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“Thank you.”

I have to tell you, there are few things sweeter than hearing a little child say “thank you.”
Children have the gift of appreciating the simple things live brings us.

And every time she says it sincerely, I melt.

Perhaps that is exactly what God wants to hear from us.

Not complicated words.

Not perfect prayers.

Just the sincere gratitude of a child who recognizes:

I have been given something wonderful.

So this year, for my New Year's resolution.

I want to begin every day with gratitude.

Before reaching for my phone, I want to reach for gratitude.

Before thinking about what I need, I want to think about what I already have.
Before complaining or kvetching about what is missing, I want to notice what is present.
Before saying, “I wish,” I want to say, “I am grateful.”

— Modeh Ani.

And I invite you to make the same resolution.

Maybe you don't have to begin with one hundred blessings.

Start with three.

Every morning, name three things for which you are grateful.

And if you can't think of three things, touch your eyes.

Touch your ears.

Touch your mouth.

And remember:

You already have so much.
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Rosh Hashanah asks us to look forward.

We look forward to the year that is beginning.

We don't know what the coming year will bring.

There will be moments of joy.

There may be moments of difficulty.

There will be celebrations.

There may be challenges.

But whatever this year brings, we can choose how we enter it.

Let’s choose to enter 5787 with gratitude.

With open eyes.

With humble hearts.

With appreciation for the extraordinary gift of simply being alive.
So when we hear the shofar tomorrow, let us hear it as a call to gratitude.
Let it awaken us.

Let it remind us not to take another day for granted.

Let it remind us to tell the people we love that we love them.

Let it remind us to show our gratitude towards others and ourselves.
Let it remind us to appreciate what we have while we have it.

And let it remind us that every morning is itself a miracle.

As Albert Einstein famously said:

“There are only two ways to live your life. One is as though nothing is a miracle. The other is as

though everything is a miracle.”
But Judaism teaches us that the only way to live life is with gratitude.
Tomorrow morning, when you open your eyes, before you do anything else, say:

Modeh Ani.
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Thank You.

Thank You, God, for the miracle of returning my soul to me.
Thank You for another day.

Thank You for another opportunity.

Thank You for another beginning.

And now, I invite us all to express our gratitude together.
Please repeat after me.

Modeh Ani.

I’m grateful for...

Again:

Modeh Ani.

I’m grateful for...

And one more time, with feeling:

Modeh Ani.

I’m grateful for...

May the coming year be a year filled with gratitude.

May we recognize the blessings in our lives.

May we have the humility to appreciate them.

May we have the wisdom to share them.

May we have the strength to find gratitude even during difficult times.
And may we all be blessed with a year of health, happiness, peace, love, and abundant blessings.
Shanah Tovah U’Metukah.

Amen!

13



