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The Blessing of Resilience 

We read in the Bible: It is not good that a person should be alone. 

A man named Paul O’Sullivan sensed that this was true, so he went on Facebook and searched 
for his own name. What popped up was a seemingly endless list of Paul O’Sullivan profiles. 

Clearly, Paul was not alone! 

As it turned out, there were tons of Paul O’Sullivans living all around the world. Paul decided to 
reach out to three of the strangers who shared his name, and they all responded. Although the 
other Pauls were skeptical at first, a bond was quickly formed. 

Then things got interesting. Beyond their shared names, the four had a common love for music. 
“We should start a band,” said the first Paul.  

The others agreed, even though they lived in Pennsylvania, Maryland, England, and The 
Netherlands. In 2016, they began to rehearse and make music together virtually. And what did 
they call themselves? You guessed it: “The Paul O’Sullivan Band.” 

When the pandemic hit, band practice became really important to the four Pauls. Together, 
they recorded an album called Internet Famous, containing six cover songs and one original. 
The four began to identify themselves by their homes: Baltimore, Pennsylvania, Manchester, 
and Rotterdam. 

“We’ve been social distancing since 2016,” said Baltimore Paul to The Washington Post. “We 
perfected the system of remote collaboration before it was even relevant.” Their music is 
intended to make you smile and make you dance. “If it does both,” says Pennsylvania Paul, “it’s 
the Paul O’Sullivan Band.” 

These four Pauls have discovered a foundational biblical truth: “It is not good that the man 
should be alone” (Genesis 2:18). In the garden of Eden, God realizes that the first man will not 
be able to thrive on his own, so God decides to “make him a helper as his partner” (v. 18). 

It is an understatement at this point to say that the pandemic has changed things and being 
alone has been a nasty by product for many. However, the pandemic has also brought about 
more togetherness for some. Families, for instance, have spent more time together in many 
situations. 

Who knows? Every now and then we might disconnect from our individual devices and be 
together to eat or even play a game. 

Remember games that didn’t have a screen? 



There was a game many of us of a game we played during our childhood called, ‘Chutes and 
Ladders.’ 

The participants in the game would either ascend the ladder toward victory or descend via the 
chute going backward in a downward spiral. 

In the Torah we famously read of a kind of chute and ladder: 

We read in Genesis: Jacob had a dream; a ladder was set on the ground and the top reached to 
the sky, and the angels of God were going up and down on it. And the Eternal was standing 
beside him, and God said, “I am the Eternal, the God of your father Abraham and the God of 
Isaac, the ground on which you are lying I will give to you and to your offspring.” (Genesis 28:12 
& 13) 

Jacob’s dream represents a vision, a possible prophecy of the triumphs and the tragedy that 
would occur in Jewish history. The stairway or ramp, with its rungs reflects an ancient belief of 
the connection between heaven and earth. 

Ancient rabbis explain the terminology of ascending and descending as corresponding to loyalty 
to God. If Jacob’s descendants embrace the Torah, they will ascend like messengers of God, but 
should they reject the law, they will descend. (Genesis Rabbah 68:12) 

Another ancient tradition suggests the angels represent the various peoples that will rule over 
the Jewish people. The ultimate message is that we Jews will outlast them all. 

The ladder and its rungs, like the game Chutes and Ladders, challenges each of us to be resilient 
during times of adversity. During ancient and modern times, the rungs of the ladder may 
symbolize the tragedy of the chutes, of Jewish persecution and tragedy. 

We the Jewish people know such downward trajectories well. But we also know the 
ascendancies! 

The poet has written: 

Egypt enslaved you. 

Babylon crushed you. 

Rome led you captive. 

Suffering, torture. 

Stake, Inquisition. 

Pray, who taught you never to die! 

Israel my people, God’s greatest riddle, will your solution ever be told? 

(From a poem by Philip Max Raskin, published as part of the book, Songs of a Jew in 1914 in 
London.) 



The modern State of Israel represents a similar transformation of the Jewish people, from 
Jacob, the tent dweller, to the modern era the tough and strong Israeli soldier. 

These days, too, we might find ourselves praying to God that this cycle of history, with its fears, 
vulgarity, and crudity, might pass, replaced by a more eloquent and elegant era…. 

Our ability to keep climbing and hoping is the very definition of resilience. 

Who is resilient? And how do we become resilient? 

What made Jacob resilient? What made our people resilient? These are important questions. 
Maybe the most important questions during these days of continuing trials and tribulations. 

The Wall Street Journal once asked this question about resilience: Does early hardship in life 
keep children from becoming successful adults? Or does early hardship actually help? 

It’s an urgent question for parents and educators, who worry that children growing up in 
difficult circumstances will fail to reach their full potential, or worse, sink into despair and 
dysfunction. 

Social scientists have shown that the risks of being hampered by early stress are real, but they 
also have found a surprising pattern among those whose early lives included tough times: Many 
draw strength from hardship and see their struggle against it as one of the keys to their later 
success. 

A wide range of studies over the past few decades has shed light on how such people overcome 
life’s adversities—and how we might all cultivate resilience as well. 

In 1962, the psychologist Victor Goertzel and his wife, Mildred, published a book called Cradles 
of Eminence: A Provocative Study of the Childhoods of Over 400 Famous Twentieth-Century Men 
and Women. 

They selected individuals who had had at least two biographies written about them and who 
had made a positive contribution to society. Their subjects ranged from Louis Armstrong, Frida 
Kahlo and Marie Curie to Eleanor Roosevelt, Henry Ford, and John D. Rockefeller. 

The authors found that less than 15% of their famous men and women had been raised in 
supportive, untroubled homes, with another 10% in a mixed setting. 

Of the 400, a full 75%—some 300 individuals—had grown up in a family burdened by a severe 
problem: poverty, abuse, absent parents, alcoholism, serious illness, or some other misfortune. 

If this study were published today, we would find many more examples of women and men 
who rose to great heights after difficult childhoods—Oprah Winfrey, Howard Schultz, LeBron 
James, and Sonia Sotomayor, to name just a few. Today, we often use the word “resilient” to 
describe such people. 

But resilient people are everywhere, not just in the ranks of celebrities. They are ordinary 
women and men, in every walk of life, who meet the definition of resilience set forth by 



American Psychological Association: “adapting well in the face of adversity, trauma, tragedy, 
threats or significant sources of stress.” 

What makes someone resilient in spite or because of the stress? 

A minister once shared a parable that neatly captures this question: Two brothers are raised in 
a home in which the father is a violent alcoholic. One brother grows up to be a drinker and an 
abuser, while the other becomes an abstinent man and a model parent. When asked how they 
came to be who they were, both brothers gave the same answer: “Given who my father was, 
how could I not?” 

Back in 1962, the finding that so many prominent people had grown up with hard times may 
have seemed counterintuitive but, given what we now know about stress and coping, it isn’t so 
surprising. Coping with stress is a lot like exercise: We become stronger with practice. 

Poet Dylan Thomas said, “There’s only one thing that’s worse than having an unhappy 
childhood, and that’s having a too-happy childhood.” I don’t know if this is true, but I do know 
that too many women and men feel lesser somehow because of the adversities they have 
grown up with, imagining they would be happier or more successful people if they had enjoyed 
stress-free upbringings. But this isn’t necessarily the case. 

In the end, we all should work for and hope for resilience. We should all understand that our 
reaction to life is what makes us strong, not our circumstances. 

A great military leader (with a supposedly hot temper) was given a beautiful bowl for an 
important tea ceremony. Someone dropped the bowl, which broke into five pieces. One of the 
guests spoke up with an improvised poem cleverly linking the name of the giver of the bowl, 
the style of the bowl and the five broken pieces, making them all laugh and avoiding the wrath 
of the hot-headed leader. This specific bowl has since become quite famous and is considered 
very important. 

The bowl has become more beautiful for having been broken. … In other words, the proof of its 
fragility and its resilience is what makes it beautiful. 

The opposite of depression isn’t happiness, writes Peter D. Kramer in his book Against 
Depression. The opposite of depression is resilience. It’s not the absence of guilt and sadness 
but is the ability to find a path away from those feelings. 

Bruce Feiler, in a new book about resilience, speak of the importance of telling your story as a 
building block for resilience. Not too long ago, Bruce’s father got Parkinson’s disease and his 
personality went from finding joy in each day to a complete depressive. His father even wanted 
to end his own life. Nothing seemed to help change his mood or desire to die. And then Bruce 
sat down with his father one Monday morning and asked a simple question: “What were your 
favorite toys as a child?” This question invited his father to see his life as a story of resilience. 
His life had hit several bumps along the way, this last one being very big. But it did not need to 
define him. What defined him was his resilience throughout his long life. The narrative he could 



now see reminded him that life is in the transitions. And mastering change at any age is the 
secret to resilience. The turmoil he was facing was alleviated by the narrative of his life. 
Concludes Feiler: 

All family narratives take one of three shapes. First is the ascending family narrative: We 
came from nothing, we worked hard, we made it big. Next, the descending narrative: We 
used to have it all. Then we lost everything. “The most healthful narrative,” he 
continued, “is the third one.” It’s called the oscillating family narrative. We’ve had ups 
and downs in our family. Your grandfather was vice president of the bank, but his house 
burned down. Your aunt was the first girl to go to college, but she got breast cancer. 
Children who know that lives take all different shapes are much better equipped to face 
life’s inevitable disruptions. 

As long as we all have to go through these tumultuous periods, and not just once or 
twice, but three, four, five, or even more times in our lives; as long as we have to 
experience all this stress and distress, heartrending and heart-mending; as long as we 
have to readjust our personal narratives, realign our priorities, and rebalance the shapes 
that bring meaning to our lives; why do we insist on talking about these periods as 
something dire and defeating, as miserable slogs we have to grit, grind, or grovel our 
way through? As long as life is going to be full of plot twists, why not spend more time 
learning to master them? 

In these difficult times, the realization of Bruce Feiler enables us to define ourselves by our 
journeys and not by our lowest or highest points. 

Our lives will not always ascend. We will make mistakes. We will face disappointments. This is 
not failure. This is living. Disruptions are not the exception. They are the plan. There is no 
expected life. There is life. 

We will continue to be swept away into new realities, some of them very challenging. Our 
resilience will help us if we tell our stories. Our lives are not linear. But they are authentic. They 
are ours. 

As we go up and down the ladder of life, I wish us many blessings, but most especially the 
blessing of resilience.  Amen. 

 


