Ekev – Dvar by Sherril Besser 2018

Moses continued the second discourse in Ekev. He spoke of the war of conquest, pride, future life in the land of Israel, the covenant and obedience. Moses asked a rhetorical question in this parsha- What does God ask of you? The answer he provided sets out 5 principles that are fundamental to Jewish behavior. These principles, which are found in 10.12- 10.19 are:
1) Revere God 
2) Walk in God’s ways
3) Love God  

4) Serve God

5) Follow the commandments and laws

Any one of these principles could be the subject of d’vars.  I am going to focus on one small aspect of following the commandments and the laws, namely, the particular mitzvah of giving thanks after a meal, which is found in 8:10. “And you will eat and be sated, and you shall bless the Lord, your God, for the good land He has given you.” This, as many of you know, is the  basis for the birkat hamazon. 

This is only one of many prayers in which we express gratitude. Expressing gratitude also raises questions. Does God need our gratitude or does fulfilling the requirement to express gratitude help us? What is the purpose of being grateful for food? 
I was fortunate to find and rely on a d’var written by Rabbi Jonathon Sacks in which he commented on the personal or internal benefits of gratitude. 
Rabbi Sacks referred to the Nun study, which  examined aging and Alzheimer’s. In 1930, nuns then in their twenties, had been asked by their Mother Superior to write  brief autobiographical accounts of their lives and their reasons for entering the convent. Sixty years later, these documents were analyzed by researchers who found that the more positive emotions such as happiness, contentment and gratitude  that the nuns expressed in their autobiographies, the more likely they were to be alive and well sixty years later. The difference was as much as seven years in life expectancy. These findings led to a new field of gratitude research, as well and a better understanding of the impact of emotions on physical health.
Rabbi Sacks then linked the positive personal life view with a broader view. He noted that “What medicine now knows about individuals, Moses knew about nations. Gratitude –is at the heart of what he has to say about the Israelites and their future in the Promised Land. Gratitude had not been their strong point in the desert. They lacked thankfulness during the difficult times. A greater danger still, said Moses, would be a lack of gratitude during the good times. This is what he warned:

When all that you have is multiplied, do not exalt yourself, forgetting the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery … Do not say to yourself, My power and the might of my own hand have gained me this wealth.’ (Deut. 8:11-17)
The worst thing that could happen to them, warned Moses, would be that they forgot how they came to the land, how God had promised it to their ancestors, and had taken them from slavery to freedom, sustaining them during the forty years in the wilderness. This was a revolutionary idea: that the nation’s history be engraved on people’s souls and that the nation, as a nation, should never attribute its achievements to itself but should always ascribe its victories, indeed its very existence, to something higher than itself: to God. This is a dominant theme of Deuteronomy, and it echoes throughout the book time and again.”
According to Rabbi Kook a person who feels profound gratitude sees what they have received as a source of a moral obligation, as opposed to as a reason to feel a sense of entitlement or ignore responsibilities.(ein Aya Berakhot 20b). Moral responsibilities usually entail outwardly directed action. 

Could having the capacity to be grateful for a necessity of life be a reminder that we are only a small piece of the puzzle. Perhaps not having a sense of entitlement allows for compassion and could promote social justice.  Perhaps it requires a form of reciprocity because one owes others.

 Expressing gratitude acknowledges that our individual efforts alone do not sustain us.  Thinking about being grateful for food means to be mindful of, and appreciate a basic need of life multiple times daily. It is a reminder of the fact we benefit from the work of others and what the earth gives us.  Could mindfulness through prayer be the first step towards actions in the physical world ? 

Perhaps giving thanks, expressing gratitude, is meant to help us engage in promoting a more caring society and sustainable planet.
I had asked does God need our gratitude or does fulfilling the requirement to express gratitude help us? I have not attempted to answer the first part of the question. I will leave that to you. But I would like to add a further question. Do we need God to feel grateful? Rabbi Sacks suggests a possible answer- that belief in God helps one feel grateful.  “Though you don’t have to be religious to be grateful, there is something about belief in God as creator of the universe, shaper of history and author of the laws of life that directs and facilitates our gratitude. It is hard to feel grateful to a universe that came into existence for no reason and is blind to us and our fate. It is precisely our faith in a personal God that gives force and focus to our thanks.”
Shabbat shalom.
