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The First Thanksgiving

“And (Leah) became pregnant again, and she begot a boy, and she said, ‘This time I thank G-d.’ Therefore, she called his name, Yehuda” (Genesis 29:35).

This time I thank – Since I obtained more than my share, now I must express gratitude (Rashi, ibid.).

T

he Matriarch Leah, wife of Yaakov, received a Divine message that her great husband would father twelve sons, progenitors of the twelve tribes of Israel, from four wives. When Leah then gave birth to her fourth child, she thanked G-d for giving her more children than her share (1).


Leah’s expression of gratitude, as simple as it seems at first glance, apparently was an unusual event. As the Talmud records, “Rabbi Yochanan said in the name of Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai: From the day that the Holy One, blessed be He, created His world there was no one who thanked G-d until Leah came and thanked Him” (2).


How can this possibly be, though? Leah was not the first pious, G-d fearing person to walk the face of the Earth. From the many that preceded her, including the likes of Adam, Noach, Avraham, Sarah and others, how can it be that none of them gave thanks to G-d? As a matter of fact, both Noach and Avraham did offer forth sacrifices in thanksgiving to G-d at certain stages of their lives (3). What did the Sages mean when they said Leah was the “first” to thank G-d?


Obviously, those other outstanding individuals certainly did express gratitude to G-d throughout their lives as well. However, the fact that Leah’s acknowledgment is singled out for mentioning underscores the reality that giving thanks is no simple matter. There are many levels of awareness of G-d’s overwhelming kindness to us in our lives, and Leah was the first to attain the highest of those levels (4).


Generally speaking, when we receive some sort of benefit from another, but feel that we had preceded the kind deed with an act that made us deserving of the special attention, or the benefactor had some personal motive to fulfill our need, our sense of gratitude is understandably diminished. Conversely, if we become the recipients of unwarranted benevolence, our feelings of gratefulness are raised to elevated heights.


When it comes to appreciating the grace and generosity which G-d bestows upon us, many of us tend to downplay the extent of G-d’s graciousness. We look at the enormous world around us and find it hard to believe that G-d has a specific interest in “little me.” We may think to ourselves, “G-d ensures that all his creatures receive sustenance. Perhaps it’s even a Divine right.” With these assumptions, we may be led to take for granted all that G-d does for us, as though it were without individual Providence.  


Nothing can be further from the truth. Although there appears to be a natural order to things, it is but a façade (5). G-d, in His overflowing love for His creations, caters to each individual personally with fatherly concern. And just as a parent bestows love and kindness upon his child without prior worthiness, so too does G-d provide for our needs.


According to the mathematical assumptions, each of the four wives of Yaakov should have been privileged to contribute three sons toward the predestined number of twelve. And when Leah delivered her first three boys, although she was certainly grateful for her share in the building of Yaakov’s prestigious family, there was always the faint feeling of expectancy that this was meant to be.


When she gave birth to yet a fourth son, however, Leah’s sense of gratitude was raised to unheard of heights. This time she knew there was no rational explanation for her meriting an extra boy. This time she was certain beyond a shadow of a doubt that her new child was a gift completely out of G-d’s Divine graciousness. Now Leah understood clearly that in fact all of her children, indeed everything she had, were equally owed to G-d’s benevolence.


The Sages encapsulated this thought in the “Thanksgiving” section of the daily Shemoneh Esrei prayer, in which we recite, “We shall thank You and relate Your praise…for Your miracles that (You perform for) us every day, and for Your wonders and favors that (You perform for) us at all times” (6). The miracles G-d performs on our behalves are usually more easily recognized as being from Him. That plateau can then be used to acknowledge G-d’s involvement in the mundane events in our lives, through His wonders and favors, as well.    

In recognition of her heightened awareness of G-d’s kindness on her behalf, Leah named the infant Yehuda, a conjunction of the Hebrew word hodah, to give thanks, and the Name of G-d (7). By doing so, she implanted in Yehuda this keen sense of awareness of G-d’s Providence in his everyday life. This unique name has also become the accepted name of our People as a whole (Yehuda is Anglicized as Judah, from which is derived Judaism, and, in turn, Jew), symbolizing our potential to acknowledge G-d’s continuous kindness with us.           

-----------------------

(1) Rashi to Talmud Berachos 7b. (2) Talmud Berachos 7b. (3) See Bereishis 8:20 and 12:7. (4) This explanation was presented by Rabbi Yitzchok Feigelstock, dean of a New York-area yeshiva and member of Agudath Israel’s Council of Torah Sages, on the occasion of his recovery from bypass surgery a number of years ago. (5) See Nachmanides to Shemos 13:16. (6) See Artscroll Siddur, Mesorah Publ., pp. 112-113. (7) See commentary of Rabbi Ovadiah Seforno to Bereishis 29:35.
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