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2nd Day of Rosh Hashanah, 5779 

After Trauma: Isaac and 9/11 

Rabbi Wayne Franklin, Temple Emanu-El, Providence, RI 

 

Seventeen years ago yesterday, under clear and sunny skies, 

Anne and I sat outside at lunch to celebrate her birthday. The 

weather the next day was just as spectacular. But the day 

darkened quickly, as one plane, and then another, flew into the 

World Trade Center in New York. And then another plane 

slammed into the Pentagon. Yet another plane, possibly destined 

for the White House, crashed in a field in Pennsylvania. It was a 

dark day none of us can forget.  

 

Our nation was traumatized by the events of 9/11 17 years ago. 

Who attacked us? Why did they attack us? How can we feel safe?  

Who can we trust? Who poses a danger to us and our way of life? 

Most of us, fortunately, did not lose family members or friends, but 

some of us in our congregation did lose loved ones, and many of 

us know people who suffered losses, with two of the planes 

departing from Boston and hitting New York. We wondered: How 

do we move forward after this trauma? Some may still be asking 

that question. 
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That same question: "How do I move forward after trauma?" is 

one that we imagine our patriarch, Isaac, might have asked after 

nearly being offered up as a sacrifice by his father, Abraham. And 

yet, we hear no hint of such question from Isaac. Abraham, 

himself, might well have asked God: "Why do you want me to 

sacrifice my son, Isaac? I waited 100 years for him! And you 

promised me, God, that I would be the father of a multitude. 

Where will my progeny come from if Isaac doesn't live to bear 

children?" The command must have been traumatic for Abraham, 

too. But Abraham didn’t ask. Why was he so complicit?  

 

We Jews today struggle to understand this story. We often ask: 

"What kind of God would require Abraham to sacrifice his son to 

prove his devotion?" 

 

Today’s Torah portion - about the Binding of Isaac, the Akedat 

Yitzhak, is truly one of the most troubling passages in the entire 

Bible.   I recently discovered some fascinating insights in the 

writings of a contemporary scholar, Naomi Graetz, and American 

who made aliyah with her husband, a Conservative Rabbi 

colleague, many years ago. Prof. Graetz tries to understand 

Abraham and his background in order to make sense of why he 

would follow God’s command.  
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Prof. Graetz reminds us of a Midrash about Abraham. I learned 

the story as a child, thinking that the tale was in the Torah itself.  

As the story goes, Abraham’s father, Terah, ran a shop where he 

made idols for sale. One day, he stepped out and left Abraham in 

charge of the shop. A woman walked into the store and wanted to 

make an offering to the idols. So Abraham took a stick, smashed 

the idols and placed the stick in the hand of the largest idol. When 

Terah returned, he asked Abraham what happened to all the 

idols. Abraham told him that a woman came in to make an 

offering to the idols. The idols argued about which one should eat 

the offering first, then the largest idol took the stick and smashed 

all the other idols. Terah responded by saying that they are only 

statues and have no knowledge. Whereupon Abraham responded 

by saying: “So you deny their knowledge, they have no physical 

power, yet you worship them!” At this point, Terah took Abraham 

to the King, Nimrod.  

After arguing about the efficacy of idol worship, Nimrod becomes 

angry with Abraham and casts Abraham into the fire. He wagers 

that If Abraham is correct, that there is a real God, then that God 

will save him. And God did save Abraham!  

There are varying narratives about how Abraham’s brother, 

Haran, behaved. Some say he affirmed Abraham’s beliefs, and 

was thrown into the fire by Nimrod - but he didn’t survive. Others 
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suggest that he stoked the fire - good riddance to his trouble-

making brother...   Graetz concludes that even though Abraham 

survived this ordeal, he suffered trauma at the hand of King 

Nimrod, his father, Terah, and his brother, Haran. And we could 

say - even at the hand of God, who allowed the trial to proceed, 

until God intervened. 

 

Graetz cites the work of Harvard Psychiatrist Dr. Judith Herman, 

who described PTSD in her groundbreaking book Trauma and 

Recovery.  

“Traumatic events are extraordinary, not because they occur 

rarely, but rather because they overwhelm the ordinary human 

adaptations to life.  

Unlike common misfortunes, traumatic events generally involve 

threats to life or bodily integrity, or a close personal encounter 

with violence and death.”  

 

Dr. Herman continues her explanation, saying: “The core 

experiences of a psychological trauma are disempowerment and 

dislocation from others.”  

 

Naomi Graetz applies Prof. Herman’s analysis to the many 

dislocations Abraham experienced. When God commands 
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Abraham to leave home, he does not tell him where he is sending 

him. God tantalizes him and dangles him in his power, until he 

arrives in Canaan.  

God demands that Abraham leave his father and the rest of the 

clan in Haran, except for his nephew Lot, who he takes with him.   

Is God so obsessed with getting Abraham to accept the covenant 

that he forces him to abandon his aged father? This first 

experience of separation, in order to achieve God’s favor and the 

covenant, is hardly the last.  

 

Later on, he suggests that he and Lot separate, to minimize 

friction between their shepherds.  

Then, he accedes to his wife Sarah’s demand that he banish her 

handmaid, Hagar, and send his son, Yishmael, away with her.   

 

When God is going to Sodom, to wipe out the wicked city and its 

inhabitants, God reveals to Abraham His intentions. Abraham 

responds by arguing with God – bargaining with God to save the 

city if 50 righteous people could be found there. Abraham 

bargains God down to 10. But when not even 10 righteous people 

can be found, Abraham goes silent. Why does he not continue to 

protest? God does not tell him that he is going ahead to destroy 

the city and its inhabitants – the story just goes dark. Does this 
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experience further condition Abraham to expect that God can do 

cruel things? Do these earlier traumas prepare him for the 

Akedah? 

 

What happens at the Akedah is surprising and remarkable. After a 

life of being traumatized by abuse from his father, his brother and 

King Nimrod; after a life of one loss after another due to a series 

of separations; after many years of following God’s commands in 

order to earn God’s favor, Abraham breaks the cycle of abusive 

behavior and does not sacrifice Isaac! He has bound Isaac on the 

altar. He has the slaughtering knife in his hand. But an angel of 

God – not God - calls his name – “Abraham! Abraham! Don’t put 

your hand on the boy and don’t do anything to him.”  Abraham 

lifted his eyes and saw a ram caught in the bushes. On his own 

volition, he went and took the ram and offered it instead of Isaac. 

No one told him to sacrifice the ram! 

 

The biblical commentator Aviva Zornberg tells us that “Abraham’s 

greatness is that he breaks the cycle of abusive behavior by not 

following his previous roles models and by not sacrificing Isaac. 

Abraham's work is to fathom the compulsions that led to filicide; to 

know in the present the full force of an experience of terror that 
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lies enfolded in his past; to wake from his trance at the angel’s 

call." 

 

Up to this point, Abraham has followed God’s orders: Lekh L’kha 

– go to the land that I will show you; Shema’ b’kolah – obey 

Sarah’s voice; Kah na et binkha… - take your son… Isaac.   

In choosing to sacrifice the ram – on his own volition – Abraham 

demonstrates that he is determined not to repeat the abuse that 

he has suffered and pass it on to the next generation. This is the 

real test of Abraham. By avoiding the temptation of following 

God’s command to strive for a supposed intimacy, he achieves 

autonomy and breaks the cycle of abuse. His newly awakened 

autonomy establishes Abraham as a moral figure and a true 

devotee of God, a man of integrity, and man of inner strength and 

significant conviction.  

 

We look to Abraham for moral strength and conviction today and 

every day, especially in these years after 9/11. Since that terrible 

tragedy, we have been more suspicious of foreigners, more 

distrusting of people who are different, more afraid of what might 

happen to us. And we have built walls of protection around our 

society. And we have not hesitated to separate children from their 



 
 

8 

parents, to prevent foreigners from taking what we consider to be 

ours – our liberty, our money and our jobs. 

 

The walls we build may protect us to some degree, but not 

completely – as we see every day. Even as we harden our 

borders to protect ourselves from outsiders, Americans still kill 

other Americans. Look what happened in Providence just last 

week:  a teenager was shot outside PCTA (Providence Career 

and Technical Academy)! 

 

We need to learn from Abraham the strength and dignity of acting 

as moral beings, generous with our welcome to strangers, as he 

was. We need to be honest about our society’s ills and 

challenges. We must open our minds and our hearts to people 

who are different from us. We need to do as Abraham did – figure 

out how to stop the cycle of abuse and violence, by our own 

choice. Then, we can begin to overcome the trauma that has 

afflicted our nation since those terrible events 17 years ago.  

Amen.  

 


