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Parshas Yisro 

Hakaras Hatov Part two 

Recognizing the Good 

Our gedolim were exemplary in their hakaras hatov. R’ 

Shach used to occasionally visit an elderly man in Tel-

Aviv because of hakaras hatov. What was the major 

favor that this man did for R’ Shach? Around seventy 

years earlier, before a young Elazer Shach turned 

thirteen, this man delivered him his Tefilin from his 

parents. For this act, the leader of our generation visited 

this man regularly decades later. His feelings of 

hakaras hatov were so strong. 

There was a Bachur in Bnei Brack who R’ Shach paid 

extra attention to. He would even send him a stipend 

when it was needed. R’ Shach was asked what his 

relationship with this Bachur was. He replied, “When I 

was a Bachur, I was so poor that I only had one shirt. 

Once a week I would wash it in a discreet location and 

wait in the cold for it to dry. One day, due to wear and 

tear, the shirt developed a large rip in the back. Not 

having another shirt to replace it, I had to make do with 

what I had. I would make sure to be the first one in to 

the Beis Midrash and would stay in my seat for hours 

so that the bench would conceal the hole. A woman in 

the community heard of my predicament and sent me 

two shirts. That lady was this bachur’s grandmother. 

For this reason I give this Bachur special attention.” 

This is the extent of our gedolim’s hakaras hatov: it 

spans generations, for decades. 

What exactly is the middah of hakaras hatov? 

I believe that the answer lies in the words themselves. 

Lashon Hakodesh is a precise language; so much is lost 

in translation. The literal translation of hakaras hatov is 

not gratitude; rather, it is ‘recognizing the good’. 

Someone who is lacking this trait is referred to as a  כופר

 a denier of good. With these terminologies, Chazal ,טוב

are revealing the essence of this Middah. The struggle 

is not to learn how to compensate our benefactors; it is 

to recognize the good that we receive. Once we 

contemplate on the good we received from others, we 

will automatically know what we must do in return. 

Recognizing the good we received does not come easy. 

By nature we take things for granted and are not 

cognizant of the toil that it took others for us to reach 

this point. The world runs like a well-oiled machine. 

Every day we are the recipients of countless 

kindnesses, we do not notice them until they are 

lacking. We have to realize that things don’t get there 

by themselves, appreciate those that help everything 

run smoothly. 

Our gedolim were cognizant of their benefactors. R’ 

Yerucham Levovitz once commented, “If I weren’t 

embarrassed, I would hug every farmer that I encounter 

in appreciation for all of their effort in providing us 

with our meals.”  

With this understanding we can appreciate why this 

trait leads us to Avodas Hashem. Hashem is the prime 

benefactor. Everything we receive is really from him. 

Yet, it is possible to go through life having a blind eye 

in recognizing our true benefactor. Only one who is 

cognizant of those who benefit him will come to realize 

how much Hashem benefits him. This realization will 

lead one to serve Hashem in appreciation of all which 

He has done for him. 

The Medrash in Shemos says, “Whoever denies the 

favors he has received from his friend, will in the end 

deny the favors he has received form the One Above. 

The source for this is Paroh. The Posuk says ‘A new 

king came to power who did not know Yosef’. He 

definitely was aware of what Yosef had done for his 

country, he merely feigned ignorance. In the end it was 

this same man who proclaimed, ‘Who is Hashem’. It 

started with denying Yosef and ended up with not 

recognizing Hashem.” 



To subscribe: email rjosilowski7@gmail.com 
For questions or comments please call 773-578-3620 

Of course, the opposite is true as well; recognizing the 

favors of others, leads to recognizing Hashem’s. We find 

this concept by Yisro. He was an advisor for Paroh and 

voted against the anti-Semitic laws. While it is possible 

that he was merely coming from a humanitarian 

sentiment, there are those that learn he was coming from 

hakaras hatov. Yosef did so much for their country; how 

could they betray his nation. 

We further find this Middah by Yisro when Moshe 

arrived. Upon hearing that a stranger assisted his 

daughters, he instantly asked ‘Where is he? Go invite him 

for a meal.’ This was Yisro’s hakaras hatov. 

Yisro is the Torah’s prime model of a proper ger. Chazal 

say he tried and negated every avoda zara in the world 

and ultimately came to discover the true religion. What 

was the driving force behind this great man? What was 

the source of his thirst to serve the true Creator? It was 

this Middah of hakaras hatov. Just like he recognized the 

effort of others, so to he was cognizant of all that he had 

benefited from his creator. This recognition imparted him 

with the desire to serve Hashem in return. 

The Parsha relates how Moshe would sit for hours 

answering everyone’s inquiries. Why was it that only 

Yisro realized that this system was not viable? Perhaps, 

this realization was connected to Yisro’s trait of hakaras 

hatov. He was cognizant of the efforts exerted by others 

and did not take the benefits for granted. Thus, he was 

focused on the amount of overexertion Moshe was 

exercising in his position. It was this very trait that 

brought Yisro to Avodas Hashem.  

We have to be cognizant of everything Hashem does for 

us. Chazal established that the first actions of our day lead 

to this realization. The first thing a Jew says when he 

wakes up is ‘Thank you for returning my soul to me’. We 

do not take our waking up in the morning for granted; we 

realize that it is Hashem’s doing. We continue this theme 

in birchas hashachar, declaring again and again every 

favor that we have benefited from Hashem. If we would 

do it right, with the proper emotion, it would lead us to 

serve Hashem.   

Hakaras hatov is the stepping stone of Avodas Hashem. It 

is for this reason that our gedolim excelled in this trait. In 

his youth R’ Moshe Feinstein learned under the tutelage 

of R’ Pesach Pruskin. Years later, R’ Moshe attended the 

Chasunah of his Rebbe’s grandchild. When the chassan 

and kallah opened the gift they received from R’ Moshe, 

they were astounded to find a check written out for $500. 

They were sure that it was a typo. They went back to R’ 

Moshe to rectify the mistake. R’ Moshe told them, “It was 

no mistake. When the grandchild of my Rebbe gets 

married, how can I not share in Their Simcha? I would 

give more if I would only have the resources.” 

The Aseres hadibros are the nucleus of the entire Torah. 

Hashem did not merely begin his statement by introducing 

Himself; he proclaimed ‘I am the one who took you out of 

Mitzraim from the house of slavery.’ Why was this 

introduction important? R’ Dessler  (011עמ')מכתב מאליהו ח"ג  

explains; the ideal Avodas Hashem is when it comes from 

a feeling of hakaras hatov to Him. Hashem was trying to 

arouse their gratitude with this introduction. 

The Chovos Halevavos )שער עבודת אלוקים( states, since the basis 

of Avodas Hashem is hakaras hatov, the more one 

receives, the more he has to serve Hashem. For this reason 

someone who is ill is exempt from Mitzvohs, he receives 

less benefits thus he is not as obligated. If you don’t have 

a hand, you don’t have to wear Tefilin Shel Yad etc.  

In contrast, one who receives extra benefits has more 

hakaras hatov and thus is obligated to utilize his gift for 

serving Hashem. If one was gifted with a son he is 

obligated to give him a millah and to teach him Torah. We 

are obligated to use our special gifts for Avodas Hashem. 

This understanding sheds light on the concept that woman 

are obligated in Migilas Esther because ‘they were part of 

the miracle’. It does not merely mean that they are 

connected to Purim; rather, Chazal are saying that the 

same miracle that benefited us helped them, thus they 

have just as much an obligation due to hakaras hatov. 

I once got a ride with someone in their brand new car. 

While driving they shared with me the following 

sentiment, “Under my dire financial circumstances, I see 

my new car as a clear present from Hashem. For this 

reason I have the desire to give people rides. The least I 

can do for Hashem with His car is to give my fellow yid a 

ride”. This is true hakaras hatov which led to Avodas 

Hashem. 

This is why hakaras hatov is such a vital Middah. If we 

are more cognizant of how much we benefit from others, 

we will do the same for Hashem. This will lead us to the 

ideal Avodas Hashem.   


