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Whether we realize it or not, each of us 
lives with an internal mantra, a recurring 
message that quietly plays in the background 
of our minds throughout the day. For some, it 
is hopeful: Things will work out. For others, it 
is discouraging: This is too hard. I can’t do it. 
Most of the time, we aren’t even aware that 
these thoughts are shaping our perspective, 
our decisions, and ultimately, our lives.

But what if we could consciously choose 
the message that would define our day? 
Chazal gave us exactly that opportunity 
every morning. Before we check our phones, 
before we get dressed, before we even wash 
Netilat Yadayim, they instructed us to say six 
simple words:

ם  I acknowledge – מוֹֹדֶֶה אֲֲנִִי לְְפָָנֶֶיךָָ מֶֶלֶֶךְְ חַַי וְְקַַיָּ�ּ
and am grateful before You, living and eternal 

King.
Modeh Ani is not simply the first 

Tefillah of the morning. It is the first 
thought we are meant to place into 
our minds. Chazal intentionally 
omitted Hashem’s Name so that 
these words could be recited the 
very moment we awaken, even 
before going to the bathroom or 
washing our hands. If there is one 
idea that should become our daily 
mantra, it is this one.

That idea became especially 
real for me this week. A family 
member was involved in a seri-
ous car accident. Baruch Hash-
em, she walked away completely 
unharmed. But after hearing 
what happened and seeing the 
pictures, it was impossible not to 
think how differently the story 
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could have ended. All week, I kept thinking 
about how fragile life really is. We live with 
an incredible sense of security, assuming 
that tomorrow will come, that our loved ones 
will return home safely, that life will simply 
continue as it always has. Yet the truth is that 
every breath we take, every heartbeat, every 
ordinary day, exists only because Hashem 
continually wills it to be so.

If we were truly aware of how many dan-
gers Hashem saves us from every single day, 
or how completely dependent we are on 
Him for every moment of our existence, we 
would probably find it impossible to func-
tion. Perhaps that is why Hashem allows us 
to live with the comforting illusion of inde-
pendence. We are meant to build our lives, 
make plans, go to work, raise families, and 
move forward without constantly feeling 
overwhelmed by our vulnerability.

That being said, Chazal taught us to 
acknowledge that reality once each morning 
and to let it shape the way we approach the 
rest of the day. The goal is not to fill us with 
fear, but with gratitude. By recognizing our 
dependence on Hashem at the very begin-
ning of the day, we can spend the hours that 
follow with greater purpose.

For just a few moments, before the emails, 
the errands, the responsibilities, and before 
yesterday’s worries have a chance to return, 
we recite these words. These six words are 
not merely a Tefillah. They are our daily 
mission statement, the lens through which 
we are meant to experience the entire day. 
The mindset with which we begin our morn-
ing has the power to shape everything that 
follows. In fact, Rav Chaim of Volozhin 
writes that one who begins the day by recit-
ing Modeh Ani with proper awareness and 
intention is granted the merit and ability to 
serve Hashem throughout the day. Our first 

thoughts do not simply begin the day, they 
set its direction.

Rav Shimshon Pincus in his book Nefesh 
Shimshon explains that every word of Modeh 
Ani is carefully chosen to build the proper 
worldview. Let us look at the first half of this 
remarkable Tefillah.

 .”אני“ The Tefilla does not begin with – מוֹדֶֶה
It begins with “מודה.” That is no accident. We 
live in a culture where everything revolves 
around the self. Even our spiritual lives can 
become centered on my inspiration, my 
growth, my experience, and my connection. 
Modeh Ani teaches us to begin somewhere 
else. Before I think about myself, I acknowl-
edge Hashem. Before I focus on what I want 
or what I need, I recognize that my entire 
existence is a gift. Gratitude is not merely 
something I express from time to time; it 
is meant to define the way I live. My entire 
existence is one continuous expression of 
-of recognition, appreciation, and hum ,מודה
ble acknowledgment that everything I have 
comes from Him.

 Only after beginning with Hashem do – אֲֲנִִי
we return to “אני.” Judaism does not ask us 
to erase our individuality. On the contrary, 
Hashem wants each of us to serve Him with 
our unique personality, talents, struggles, 
and strengths. A relationship cannot exist 
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without two participants. If we serve Hash-
em mechanically, without bringing our 
authentic selves into the relationship, our 
Avodat Hashem becomes dry and routine. 
The goal is not to eliminate the “אני,” but to 
place it in its proper position, after מודה.

 The essence of Jewish living is – לְְפָָנֶֶיךָ
contained in this one word: לפניך. My life is 
lived before Hashem - not only in shul and 
not only while learning Torah or doing 
mitzvot, but in every conversation, every 
business decision, every interaction with 
family, and every private thought. Hashem is 
always present, and spiritual growth begins 
when we train ourselves to live with that 
awareness.

 Before whom do I stand? Not – מֶֶלֶֶךְ חַַי וְְקַַיָּּם
an abstract Creator who fashioned the world 
long ago and stepped back. I stand before 
a ם  a living, eternal King who is ,מֶֶלֶֶךְְ חַַי וְְקַַיָּ�ּ
actively sustaining every moment of creation 
and intimately involved in every detail of my 
life.

This is the mindset Chazal wanted to 
become our daily perspective.

A few days ago, I had the opportunity to 
learn Modeh Ani together with my 12-year-
old son. To my great surprise, the next morn-
ing when I went to wake him for school, 
instead of the usual groaning and complain-
ing, he immediately jumped up and, with a 

big smile, recited the words of Modeh Ani.
I’m not sure this will continue to happen 

every morning (wishful thinking!) but it 
taught me something important. When these 
words are not only said, but understood, they 
begin to shape the way a person wakes up, 
and by extension, the way a person lives. 
The internal mantra we begin our day with 
is not theoretical, it becomes the lens through 
which reality is experienced. This is exactly 
what Chazal gave us. Before anything else 
can define us, we are given six words to 
define ourselves with: gratitude, awareness, 
and the recognition that our lives are a gift 
from Hashem.

May we be zocheh to approach Modeh Ani 
not as routine, but as a daily renewal of per-
spective, so that the very first words of our 
day will continue to shape everything that 
follows. 
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