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Parshas Beshalach 

Hakaras Hatov: The Attitude of Gratitude

In the aftermath of the holocaust, many former 

European Roshei Yeshiva found themselves on 

American soil with the mission of transplanting their 

yeshiva in their new place of residence. Building a 

yeshiva is always a challenge, multiply this with the 

language and cultural barriers as well as lack of funds, 

and it is virtually an impossible feat. At that time there 

was a businessman who assisted the Roshei yeshiva in 

their mission. He gave endless funds as well as 

practical help in founding the yeshivos. A short while 

later this man’s son got into trouble with the law. He 

was arrested and put on bail for an astronomical sum. 

R’ Ahron Kotler called a meeting for all the Roshei 

Yeshiva to benefit this family. There he delivered the 

following message. 

“When the Chofetz Chaim built the yeshiva in Radin, 

there was one affluent individual who donated twenty 

five percent of the expenses of the building. 

Unfortunately, a while later the man lost his money 

and shortly thereafter passed away, leaving his wife a 

poor widow. Hearing of her plight, the Chofetz Chaim 

gave a large sum of the yeshiva’s money to the widow. 

He said that although the money was given to benefit 

the yeshiva, the yeshiva has an obligation of gratitude 

to help out this family.” 

R’ Ahron concluded, “Any Rosh Hayeshiva who has 

benefited from this businessman has a debt of hakaras 

hatov to him and is obligated to help him out in his 

time of need. We must even give away funds that were 

earmarked for our Yeshivos, as this is a debt of 

gratitude )הובא בספר שו"ת משיב בהלכה בשם ר' גדליה שור זצ"ל(.” 

To what extent does hakaras hatov obligate us? There 

is a beautiful vort from the Ksav Sofer that 

demonstrates to what extreme we must go due to 

hakaras hatov. When Klal Yisrael reached the Yam 

Suf, they realized that they were in a dangerous 

predicament; they were surrounded by the Egyptian 

army on one side and the sea on the other. There was 

no natural means for them to escape, so Hashem 

miraculously split the sea for them. Meforshim 

question this: our nation fought many wars. Why 

couldn’t we fight off the Metzriyim? 

The Ksav Sofer offers an astonishing answer: Klal 

Yisrael were hosted by Mitzrayim for Two hundred 

and ten years. Thus they had a chiyuv of hakaras 

hatov to them. Fighting them would have been a lack 

of hakaras hatov. Thus, they were left with no option 

but to await an open miracle.  

 The Posuk says הים ראה וינס, the sea saw and it ran 

away. What did it see? Chazal say it saw the Aron of 

Yosef, and specifically, his act of running away from 

Potiphar’s wife. Why was this, a cause for the sea to 

split? The Ksav Sofer explains: why did Yosef have to 

run. Why couldn’t he merely remove the evidence by 

grabbing away his coat? The answer is, Yosef had the 

Middah of hakaras hatov. He lived in Potiphar’s house 

and benefited from him and his wife, thus it would be 

a lack of hakaras hatov to grab his coat from her hand. 

When the sea saw the extent of our hakaras hatov, it 

realized that fighting the Mitzriyim was not an option, 

thus it split. 

The Ksav Sofer takes this to the next level. It says that 

Yisro came because he heard of Kriyas Yam Suf and 

the war with Amalek. What was it that attracted him? 

Yisro could have thought it not worth his effort to 

come, after all, who says Klal Yisrael will accept him. 

It is true that he had helped Moshe, but how was he to 

know if gratitude will affect their decision to receive 

him? When he saw that they were able to fight by the 

war with Amalek, and yet, when it came to Mitzrayim, 

they practiced restraint, he realized that they possessed 

this trait of hakaras hatov. Thus, he knew that he 

would be accepted.  

We see from here to what extent a person must go to 

not turn against someone who did them a favor. R’ 

Simcha Bunim Cohen relates the following personal 

account. “For a bachur’s development he generally 
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needs a good chavrusah. Many decades ago, when I 

was a Bachur, I once had a chavrusah. Although he 

was a decent Bachur, our chavrusahshaft was not very 

conducive for my learning as he was not very steady. 

It came a point when I was contemplating dropping 

him and finding someone else. I went to R’ Moshe 

Feinstein to discuss the matter with him. He was 

adamant that since this boy was my chavrusah for a 

nice amount of time, I had a debt of hakaras hatov to 

him. He said that this debt does not allow me to drop 

him like that in middle of the zman. I asked, ‘What 

should I do when half the seder that he is absent?’ R’ 

Moshe told me that I should learn myself and write 

notes, even if I am just rewriting the give and take of 

the Gemara in my own words. I followed R’ Moshe’s 

advice and I had a great zman.” 

Why does Hakaras hatov obligate gratitude of such 

magnitude? Could the Mitzriyim possibly have had 

grievances had we stood up in our defense? Were they 

not asking for us to turn our backs on them? 

I believe the answer is; Hakaras hatov is not merely 

for the purpose of repaying the benefactor. Hakaras 

hatov is part of our own spiritual development. The 

biggest proof for this is that Chazal say that Moshe did 

not hit the water or the earth because he had hakaras 

hatov to them. Is it possible to have an obligation to 

repay an inanimate object? Meforshim say that 

hakaras hatov has to do with yourself and your 

attitude, not with the obligation to the benefactor. 

We find our gedolim following Moshe’s example. R’ 

Yisroel Gustman was accustomed to water the bushes 

in front of his yeshiva; a conduct that was unusual for 

a Rosh Hayeshiva. When questioned about it he said, 

“During the war, I once hid behind bushes to evade the 

Nazis, thus, out of hakaras hatov, I water these 

bushes.” 

One of the prime reasons that this trait is so essential, 

is because, as the Chovos Halevavos writes in שער

בודת אלוקיםע , hakaras hatov is what leads a person to 

Avodas Hashem. When a person has trained himself to 

be cognizant of the favors he has received of others, he 

will realize just how much he has received from his 

creator, this in turn will inspire him to serve Hashem 

as much as possible to repay His favors. 

A number of years ago, when I was learning in the Mir 

Yeshiva in Yerushalayim, the Rosh Hayeshiva, R’ 

Nosson Tzvi made a wedding for his grandchild. 

There was a discussion among my friends if we should 

go or not. One said that we have to go in honor of the 

Rosh Hayeshiva. Another replied, ‘what do you think 

R’ Nosson Tzvi wants us to do? He definitely would 

prefer us to learn instead.’ The argument ensued until 

one Bachur said, “I will go ask the Rosh Hayeshiva 

what we should do.” We were all curious as to what 

the response would be. R’ Nosson Tzvi, who would 

constantly stress the importance of following all sidrei 

Hayeshiva, (including Shachris in yeshiva etc.) and 

that sidrei Hayeshiva are there to help the overall 

development of the talmidim, responded as follows. 

“Sidrei Hayeshiva dictate, that when a Rosh 

Hayeshiva makes a chasuna, you attend.” The message 

was clear, going to the Chasunah as hakaras hatov, is 

not about me, it is about your personal development. 

For hakaras hatov is about developing the attitude of 

gratitude. 

Tu B’Shevat 

One of the main customs of Tu B’Shevat is to eat 

many fruit and recite Berachos on them. What is the 

reason for this minhag? 

What is Tu’ Beshvat? Why is it considered the New 

Year for trees? Rashi explains that on this day the 

trees finally start the rejuvenation process through 

replenishing their moisture. This is the starting point 

of future fruit. 

R’ Matisyahu Salamon Shlita explains, “The Chinuch 

says that a beracha is not there because Hashem needs 

our thanks, rather its purpose is to help us come to the 

realization that Hashem is the one who provides our 

sustenance. When we come to this recognition, it 

brings beracha to the food. I would like to suggest that 

for this reason we make Berachos on Tu B’Shevat, as 

we want to bring Beracha to this year’s coming 

produce. We are not merely doing it for our benefit, 

rather it is for Hashem. For Hashem desires to give, 

thus we make Berachos to enable Him to fulfill His 

desire.” 

The purpose of Tu B’shevat is to gain hakaras hatov. 

Thus, this is the opportune time to develop an attitude 

of gratitude. 


