Weekly Jewish Wisdom:
Basket Happiness

by Dr. Erica Brown

“And you shall rejoice in all of the good that God, your God, has given you and your household,: you, the Levite and the stranger that lives among you.”

Deuteronomy 26:11

In this week’s Torah reading, we encounter a marvelous example of gratitude and appreciation that stems from a long term historical perspective. In the days of ancient Israel, residents were commanded to bring a basket of their first fruits to the Temple precincts, give them to the priest and then recite a brief summary of Israelite history.

The prayer records our early beginnings, our trials in Egypt and then our redemption at God’s hand. We thank the Lord for giving us a land flowing with milk and honey and bestow the first fruits of the land as a way to show how far we’ve come. It is also a way to propitiate God to ensure the future fertility of the crops.


While there, during the pilgrimage to Jerusalem, the happy giver of these fruits is actually commanded to feel joy in the bounty that is contained in his basket and all that these fruits symbolize. The gardener who slowly and proudly eats his or her first home-grown salad of the season should have no trouble relating to this biblical passage. It represents both the sanctification of something very physical and tangible and also the arrival at a special moment in time. I call it basket happiness.

The medieval French interpreter, Rashi, observes that the commandment to feel happiness is so integral to this mitzvah that if one does not makes the pilgrimage during harvest season, this prayer is not recited at all. The harvest is a time of financial security, communal gathering and pride in one’s efforts. To truly experience the fullness of this joy, the proper human conditions must be in effect.


Rashi’s Spanish neighbor, Abraham ibn Ezra (who also lived a bit later), comments that the happiness here represents not only the broad historical perspective that envelops each piece of fruit but the shared joy of eating that bounty with others. It is no coincidence that rejoicing in our verse is connected to giving those less vulnerable their fair share of joy.


In The Torah: A Women’s Commentary, the editors bring contemporary writings to bear on ancient scripture. As part of their understanding of bikkurim, the bringing of the first fruit, they cite a lovely poem that, like our basket, is itself an expression of shared joy. Try reading Ruth Fainlight’s poem “Thankful” in light of our biblical text. Fainlight is a contemporary English poet, writer and translator.
Nothing ever happens more than once.

The next time is never like before.

What you thought you learned doesn’t apply.

Something is different. And just as real.

For which you might be thankful after all.

The vidui bikurim – our prayer, as it is technically called – reviews swaths of painful history. It mentions tribulations not worth repeating. And yet, each of those experiences must be mentioned because each goes into the production and growth of every piece of fruit, as does every famine, rainfall, tragedy and celebration. The pilgrimage would not have the same meaning or the joy the same richness if it all came easily. Fainlight majestically captures that sense of adversity and unpredictability that ultimately ends up as a blessing. And she and the text help us appreciate that the path to gratitude is rarely linear but “just as real. For which you might be thankful after all.”

Shabbat Shalom
