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“Ten fingers. Ten toes. Dayenu.” The synecdo-
che of pregnancy prayer. Primordial hope 
resonating in the time of ultrasound. And 
with the press of a magic wand, an image 
appears: a miracle with a beating heart, 
ten fingers and ten toes. Exhale with grati-
tude and inhale with greed. “Just let it be 
healthy, dayenu.”
“Seemingly healthy? Then if my child is 
also kind, dayenu.”
“Kind? Also wise, dayenu.”
“Wise? And creative, dayenu.”
“Creative? Then also…”

A truism of human nature: A desire satis-
fied yields additional desire. But where 
does one desire end and another begin? 
A healthy baby is the culmination of a 
seemingly infinite number of separate 
prayers. And only in retrospect can it be 
said that any one miracle would have 
been sufficient. At what point should we 
be satisfied with what we have? And when 
are we considered greedy for wanting 
more? Ten fingers, dayenu? Only three 
hospitalizations before age 10, dayenu? 
Only a mild form of anxiety, dayenu? 

“Dayenu” is typically translated as “it 
would have been enough.” Looking at the 
list of fifteen miracles performed for the 
Israelites — as enumerated in the piyut (li-
turgical song) — dayenu begs the question: 
“Enough of what?” Enough miracles? 
Enough of a miracle? Biblical texts point 
out that the people themselves give voice 
to the tragic irony of too few miracles (Ex-
odus 14:11 and 16:2; Numbers 21:5): “Did 
you bring us out of Egypt to have us die in 

the wilderness?” It would be as if one said 
after a miscarriage, “It would have been 
enough to get pregnant, even if I were un-
able to stay pregnant — dayenu.” Dayenu? 
Not at all. Even having been freed from 
slavery but not given the Torah wouldn’t 
have been enough. Freedom from slavery 
was a necessary but insufficient miracle in 
the process of getting us to the ultimate 
endgame of the exodus — the freedom to 
serve God. 

So, if “dayenu” can’t actually mean “it was 
enough” and not even “it would have been 
enough,” then could it mean: “It should 
have been enough”? A guilt trip laid on 
Israelites past? Or “it should be enough”? A 
guilt trip laid on us? Many contemporary 
commentators take the opportunity to en-
courage us to be satisfied with what we have 
and not focus on what we don’t have. More 
than that, we are encouraged to be grateful 
not just at the end (with redemption or the 
birth of a healthy baby), but at each step of 
the way (each developmental milestone). 
This is not because any one step is enough 
but because a miracle is a miracle and for 
that we must be grateful: However small or 
seemingly incomplete, it should be enough 
to prompt our gratitude. 

Gratitude for being on the receiving end 
of a miracle is one thing, but respond-
ing to the challenge it presents is quite 
another. If God had taken the Israelites 

out of Egypt and they had been grate-
ful but they’d refused to follow Moses, 
or if God had given them the Torah but 
they had not accepted it, then what? For 
all of God’s efforts, the existence of free 
will has the potential to make miracles 
meaningless. Perhaps “dayenu” is a way of 
acknowledging the partnership between 
the giver and the recipients. “God, You 
did what only You can do. You gave 
us freedom. So, You’ve done Your part. 
You’ve given us enough (‘dayenu’). And, 
now, it’s up to us to accept the precious 
gift of freedom, of Torah... and to make 
these gifts meaningful.”

Ten fingers, ten toes… Health, in and of 
itself, is a miracle. But, it’s what we do 
with that great gift that makes it valuable. 
While the mandate of the seder — to “see 
ourselves as if (k’ilu) we had personally left 
Egypt” — is clearly addressed to the indi-
vidual, “dayenu” may hold an imperative 
for the collective. Every generation is ob-
ligated to recognize the receipt of miracles 
past and present, and to act as if (k’ilu) we 
have been given enough (dayenu) to work 
with, and now we must work together to 
continue to make it matter.  

A Case for Parenting  
Well Enough 
Uri Allen

Before the birth of our oldest son, Doron, 
my wife and I had many lengthy con-
versations about the kind of parents we 
wanted to be. The topics ran from the 
amount of screen time we would allow to 
the types of schooling and the religious 
environment we would foster. You name 
it and we had discussed our vision for be-
ing the ideal parent. 

We thought we were so clever. What we 
didn’t know then, and what we continue 
to discover now, is that forward planning 
is good but not absolute. Even our “birth 
plan” was upended for reasons beyond 
our control. Instead of being born in 
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Jewish sensibilities are approaches to living and learning that permeate 
Jewish culture. The ideas, values, emotions, and behaviors they express — 
emanating from Jewish history, stories, and sources — provide inspiration 
and guidance that help us to respond creatively and thoughtfully to life’s 
challenges and opportunities. Sensibilities are culturally informed senses or 
memes. This month, Sh’ma Now explores “Dayenu,” what it means to be or 
have enough. Next month, we will reflect on “Yovel,” which means “release” 
and marks the 50th year since the Six-Day War in 1967. We will include essays 
by Ayelet S. Cohen, Yossi Klein Halevi, Sam Brody, and Stephen Hazan Arnoff.

If Rachel Brodie were only a student of Torah, 
dayenu. But wait, there’s more:  
www.rachelbrodie.net. 

“My attitude is never 
to be satisfied, never 
enough, never.”

 – Duke Ellington
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