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Over this past summer my family and I had the opportunity to spend a number of weekends up at my parents cottage in Muskoka. Driving in heavy traffic up Highway 400 can be a bit of a nightmare, but once you're past Barrie things start to improve, and then it's clear sailing up to Gravenhurst. One evening as we were driving up, the kids drowsing in the back, I glanced over just as the sun began to set, a huge orange fireball on a perfectly clear August evening. It loomed even larger that night, silhouetted against pine trees and farmhouses in the distance. As it slowly began its descent over the horizon, the colours shifted into a panorama of reds, oranges and purples, providing us with one spectacular sight. 
A voice piped up from the back seat. My son Jacob, who I thought had fallen  asleep, was asking ,"Daddy, is there a blessing for the sunset?" Firstly, just hearing my child ask such a question brought a tear to my eye and a lump to my throat. That's a rabbi's son for sure. 
Then I thought back to the very first time I taught religious school, back at Temple Emunah just outside Boston.  My mentor Serene Victor who used to put blessings on the windows of her classroom for sunsets, rainbows and other natural wonders. Whenever her third graders looked out and saw one of these phenomena she would gather them together and all would recite the blessing.

And finally I thought to myself, what an amazing religion we have, because we have a blessing for EVERYTHING.  For getting up, for sitting down, for eating, for driving, for working – even for our enemies.  Remember he famous scene from"Fiddler on the Roof", a play, incidentally in which your rabbi played the part of Tevye while living in Jerusalem for rabbinical school. The line occurs during the opening number, "Tradition", when a man asks the rabbi. 
"Rabbi, is there a blessing for the czar?" 
"A blessing for the czar", he responds. "Of course. May God bless and keep the czar...far away from us". 
So do we have a blessing for the sunset, of course Jacob.  I turned to him and said, let’s say it together,   
   Baruch ata Adonai, eloheinu melech haolam, oseh ma’asech breshit” – Blessed are you Adonai, ruler of the universe, who makes the works of creation.
The blessing is our way of putting into words the feelings we want to express to thank God for creating this world and putting us on it.  We have so much to be thankful for and yet we take so much for granted.  Some Rabbi’s feel we should bless God 100 times a day, at a minimum, to show our appreciation for God.  Of course to fulfill this mitzvah on a daily basis, there is a quick way out.  The Mishna Berurah suggests we gather 10 individuals to each say 10 blessings.  When everyone says Amen together, we’ve all filled our 100 blessing quota for the day.  

But I don’t think it’s too much to ask to bless what we have around us at least 100 times.  I think it gives us a much better perspective on the world.  It keeps us grounded in the fact that when each of us was born, we were given this human form with all its intricacies, this incredible world in which to live and a brain with all its emotions and feelings in which to appreciate the world around us.
Just think for a moment about our bodies.  Scientists are continually amazed that our bodies heal themselves.  That we have built in anti-bodies to fight infection.  That  our organs are stacked inside our protective ribs.  I can only imagine the wisdom of God to create such beauty and functionality in the human form.  I think that is why in our tradition we have so many blessings for our bodies.  It’s supposed to be what we say the moment we wake up – “thank you God for opening my eyes”, “Thank you God for removing sleep from the eyelids”,  “thank you God that our body works properly and things open and close as they should”.  These blessings have been codified into the morning Shacharit service under the appropriately named  Nisim B’chol Yom, our daily miracles.  The closing prayer for this section contains the blessing for keeping our soul in safekeeping.  That is because in ancient times the Rabbi’s believe that we died when we went to sleep and so our soul was taken by God to be protected through the night.  So we say the Shma as we fall asleep and then as we wake up we thank God for returning our souls to our bodies.  Today we know that we don’t die when we sleep, but there is still something comforting acknowledging our powerlessness at night.  we are completely open and vulnerable, a time of uncertainty.  The blessings helps bring us back to life, both physically and spiritually.
And let’s focus on the natural world around us.  When I ask students if they have ever felt God’s presence or had a spiritual moment, they inevitably talk about an experience out in nature, for it almost calls out for a blessing.  Rabbi Kushner writes that we intuitively understand that the natural world demands reverence that we can never give to artificial things.  Only the natural world lifts us beyond ourselves. Picture in your mind a sunset, the waves of the ocean, the soaring mountain heights.  Staring at nature makes us feel peaceful and inspired.  We spend so much time in man-made environments, cars, malls, offices, all of them bland and uninspiring because they cut us off from contact with God’s world.  That is what draw millions out of the cities to the cottages every summer.  Its what draws me to my annual canoe trip out in Algonquin Park.  The best part is the moment you pass through the gates and your cellphone stops working.  My friend Eyal was busy emailing on his blackberry when he finally looked up and saw we were deep in the woods and said, “good, we’re here”.  We shut off our phones and loaded up the canoe.  
Being one of the wettest summers on record, this year’s trip started off on the wrong foot as the forecast called for an 80% chance of rain.  In the flurry of emails prior to our departure my cousin Romm kept sending me satellite pictures of the weather.  Romm had just moved to Canada from Israel 2 years earlier and was anticipating the sight of more fresh water than he had ever seen in his life.  Of course he’d led trips through the Sinai desert and knew how to capture and cook small animals if the need arose.  We had two Algonquin park experts, my brother in law Nic and his friend Roman.  Both had already been in the park earlier this summer and both had been forced to leave early because of torrential rainstorms.  The advantage was they knew the secrets of packing light and waterproofing everything.  Eyal’s cousin David was perhaps the least prepared.  Having been raised in Israel and then living in Texas, he knew absolutely nothing.  When I explained the food we’d have to bring he asked, “but why can’t I just bring my gun?” as he slid fireworks into his pack for some unknown reason.  

They asked me for a blessing for no rain, which was unknown in the Bible as they always asked for the opposite, but I tried my best.  And of course, wouldn’t you know it, the sky cleared.  That night we gazed up at the  millions of stars as though we’d never seen them before.   we realized that is the best part about being outside, you don’t know what will happen, but when it works out, you simply bless God for your good fortune.  And when you lay out in the canoe late at night, listening to the call of the loons, you know all is right with the world.   

And finally we have blessings that speak to our emotions, our kishka’s.  Tonight, on the holiest of days, we read the prayers that force us to challenge ourselves to be the best person we can be.  We recite the prayers that declare our sins.  We recite the words asking for forgiveness.  We bless God for giving us a chance to start again in the new year with a blank slate.  But I feel that many of the most emotional blessings can’t be found in the prayerbook.  They’re at the times of greatest despair and the highest joy.  It’s the indescribable words that we use when we can barely contain our emotions.  
When I was up at Camp George this past summer, I was asked along with Rabbi Dolgin to give a d’var Torah about blessings, as the weekly portion was Re’eh, which contains a long list of blessings and curses. The Mishnah tells us that when Moses read this part out to the people, he stood atop a mountain and screamed them out one by one and the people below would answer, "Amen". 
We wanted to re-enact this biblical moment but we didn’t want to use the words of the Torah, we wanted blessings and curses that specifically applied to camp.  So we made them up.  

Blessed is the one who got up on one ski for the first time.

Cursed is the one who used up his friends bug spray.
Blessed are the ones who make Israel live at Camp George.

Cursed is the weatherman for sending us so much rain and Israel so little.

Blessed is the lob, the home run, and the j-stroke.

Cursed is the camper who snuck out of the cabin after hours.

Blessed is the one who thinks and loves and prays and laughs and learns.

   After each line, the campers laughed and yelled Amen.  They later told us it was the most unique sermon ever given at Camp George.  Blessings don't only have to be the ones written in our prayerbooks by the rabbis of ancient times. Blessings happen each and every day. It is up to us to find the words to bless the world around us in our daily lives. That was what the Rabbi’s were doing when they wrote the prayers about their bodies, about the natural world they saw around them, about war and famine, crops and rain, health and sickness.  Whether you’re at home, at work, at school or at summer camp, there’s a time and place to make your blessings count.  In whatever creative, engaging way you can think of.  And with 300 camps and staff screaming them out in the woods, its even more fun.

    And speaking of doing things in larger numbers, imagine praying with a full voice, b'kol ram, with 3 or 4 thousand like-minded Jews. This is the opportunity we will be sharing this November at the Reform Biennial, a conference coming to Toronto for the first time in 30 years. It is one of the most spiritual and uplifting experiences I've ever had. To pray and sing and dance with so many others is a true joy. Praying together, learning together, blessing together, it makes you realize when you’re among thousands you’re never alone.  

   The blessing is the most significant building block of Jewish worship, its our language for speaking to God and thanking God.  As Reuven Hammer writes, the uniqueness of the blessing is that it is pure praise, asking nothing of God but rather giving us an opportunity to remind ourselves of God’s presence and the ways in which we experience God in the world.  Whether we bless the sun in its daily ascent and descent, or bless the ability of our bodies to function properly in sickness and in health, or for no rain on a canoe trip, or for a beautiful summer up at camp George, or the opportunity to share a worship space with thousands of Reform Jews from around the world, we each have our own personal blessings and offerings of thanks and praise to God.  We must remember to never take for granted what we have and let us always remember to count our blessings, and make our blessings count...Amen. 
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