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Rosh HaShanah 2 5778:  Resiliency 
Rabbi Ita Paskind 

Congregation Beth El, Norwalk 

 

 

Harvey.  Irma.  Charlottesville.  St Louis.  Washington.  The events, the feelings, 

the images these places evoke are enough to send a person diving back under 

the covers.  Each year, it feels that the top news stories--whether of human 

making or force of nature--are more trying than ever before.  Just in these last 

couple of months, it has felt overwhelming to open a news app, turn on the TV 

or radio, or pick up the morning paper.  I know many of you identify, as we’ve 

shared conversations about how difficult it is to deal with crisis after crisis, 

tragedy after tragedy.  It can be so disheartening, demoralizing. 

And of course, that’s just the public, national-news, kinds of crisis and tragedy.  

No doubt each of us has encountered moments of personal or family crisis, 

whether since the last season we gathered together in this sanctuary or a bit 

further back.  We know those feelings all too well, and I apologize if raising 

them up today causes you pain. 

These feelings stand in such stark contrast to the tone of this day--a day of 

new beginnings, the 2nd day of our new year, with so much potential and 

anticipation.  And so, rather than stay in a dark and sad place--running back 

for the covers--today we look ahead and ask:  How can we learn, how have we 

learned, to cope with the overwhelming stream of negativity that floods our 

screens, our ears, and our brains day after day?  Where can we find the 

strength to live lives of positivity, when it sometimes feels impossible?  What 

is the source of our resiliency? 
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As is so often the case, one source that lets us know we aren’t alone is the 

Torah, specifically the narrative of the Akedah, or the Binding of Isaac, that we 

read on this 2nd day of Rosh HaShanah.  Although our tradition tends to view 

the Akedah as a test and expression of Abraham’s faith in God, I have to say 

I’ve always seen it as an example, par excellence, of family trauma, with 

understandably lasting effects. 

 

Let’s consider Abraham first.  After a lifetime of praying for a son, he finally 

has one, and now God commands him: “Take your son, your favored one, 

Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a 

burnt offering on one of the heights that I will point out to you.”1 In response 

to God’s call, not a moment goes by before Avraham answers “Hineni”, “here I 

am”--in other words, I’m all ears and I’m ready to obey any command.  One 

wonders if he could have imagined what was about to happen.  Fast forward 

through the ordeal, and we see this tender father bind his beloved son to an 

altar and raise the knife, prepared to make the ultimate sacrifice for God.  

After the rush of relief when an angel stays his hand and offers a ram in Isaac’s 

stead, Avraham has a terrible realization:  He must live the rest of his life in 

relationship with his son, both of them knowing that the father was willing to 

slay the son.  That’s a pretty serious trauma; wouldn’t you agree? 

We turn next to Yitzchak, the son whose birth was prophesied to Avraham 

and Sarah by those 3 visiting angels, the one named for his mother’s laughter. 

According to the midrash, Yitzchak is 37 years old at the time of the Akedah.  

No longer a boy, he must have a sense of what’s going on.  The most poignant 

moment in the Akedah, I’ve always thought, is when Yitzchak turns to his 

                                                
1 Genesis 22:2 
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father on their 3-day journey and says: “Here are the firestone and the wood; 

but where is the sheep for the burnt offering?”2 Surely he knows.  This is the 

last we hear from Yitzchak himself; from this point on, he’s the sacrificial 

offering, and then the one whose life is spared.  We know nothing of his 

descent from Mount Moriah; the Torah has no record of Yitzchak ever again 

speaking to his father. 

And then there’s Sarah.  We spoke yesterday of her lifetime of struggle as a 

barren woman.  The end of her life was, unfortunately, no less traumatic.  And 

yet, we can only infer her experience, as the Torah never mentions her in this 

narrative.  Did she know that Avraham and Yitzchak were going on a journey, 

or what the purpose was?  Did she ever learn what transpired on that 

mountaintop?  The only detail we know from the Torah itself is that the next 

story opens with her death. The most well-known midrash imagines an angel 

appearing to Sarah and showing her what was going on.  She weeps, giving 

birth to the wailing sounds we blow on the shofar, and then her soul departs 

from her body. 

 

This family is either a dream or a nightmare for a therapist, with individuals 

causing each other extreme pain.  Sarah cannot continue to live in a world 

where her husband almost takes the life of their son; there is sadly no 

recovery for her. 

But we know that both Avraham and Yitzchak go on to live full lives.  Avraham 

ensures that a wife is found for Yitzchak; he himself marries a woman named 

Keturah and has several more children with her; and the Torah records that 

God blessed him with everything at a ripe old age. 

                                                
2 Genesis 227:7 
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For his part, Yitzchak finds love with Rivkah, and the two build a family 

together, ensuring that the covenant begun just one generation earlier will 

continue.   

 

At the same time, we know that the people affected directly by hurricanes, our 

entire nation in the wake of Charlottesville and St Louis, and each of us with 

the individual and collective traumas we have suffered--we’ll all find ways to 

move forward.  We are hard-wired to do so.  That hard-wiring consists of a 

wealth of strategies that, whether we are aware of them or not, aid us in 

forging a new path. 

 

The topic of resiliency has gotten a lot of press this year, with the publication 

of Sheryl Sandberg’s 2nd book, entitled Option B:  Facing Adversity, Building 

Resilience, and Finding Joy.  Sandberg, Facebook’s chief operating officer and 

author of Lean In, became famous in a new way two years ago, when her 

husband Dave Goldberg died very suddenly while they were on vacation.  She 

writes of having to travel home alone, tell her two young children that their 

father had died, and struggle mightily to find a new normal, at home and at 

work.  Along with her friend and co-author, psychologist and Wharton 

professor Adam Grant, Sandberg shares stories and studies of human 

resiliency.  I strongly recommend the book if you haven’t read it already.  I 

want to highlight one strategy that Sandberg and Grant raise up, as it’s crucial 

for every human being who faces adversity or experiences trauma.  It’s a 

strategy developed by psychologist Martin Seligman.  Seligman teaches that, 

when we are in the midst of trauma, we easily fall prey to the 3 Ps:  

personalization, pervasiveness, and permanence.   
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Personalization--that feeling that it’s somehow my fault that this happened.  

Pervasiveness--this trauma is all-encompassing; it affects everything.   

And permanence--it will literally be this bad forever.   

I imagine that each of us can relate pretty well to the 3 Ps.  Sandberg writes of 

her own experience struggling with them.  It took her a long time to not blame 

herself that Dave was alone when he died on a treadmill, that she hadn’t made 

him get in better shape earlier in his life, that the food they ate wasn’t 

healthier, that she didn’t find him sooner… It took her by surprise that, amidst 

the deep grief in the family, that her children were able to giggle, and that 

Dave’s death couldn’t pervade every crevice of their lives.  And it took a very 

long time before Sandberg felt like there would be a future to look forward to. 

It’s almost impossible not to fall prey to the 3 Ps, but like most aspects 

of our lives, we may be able to access our resilience if we are aware that they 

exist—if we can simply name it:  I’m blaming myself, and I know that’s not 

rational.  Or:  It feels like this will never end, although I know one day it’ll be 

different.  Try applying Seligman’s strategy to your own experience, whether a 

personal trauma or one on a larger scale.  And if you find yourself in a 

supporting role—writing cards to those in Houston or in Florida, for 

example—the 3 Ps may come in handy in offering hope to those who suffer 

most directly. 

 

Now, searching for strength in times of hardship is not foreign to us as a 

Jewish community—far from it.  Quite literally speaking, each time we come to 

the synagogue, we are seeking sanctuary, a safe, sacred space away from the 

tumult of the rest of our lives.  We come here for connectedness, for shared 
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strength.  And part of what’s so attractive about coming together is what we 

have in common—in this case, our Judaism.   

For those experiencing trauma, finding a community who gets it can be a 

lifeline, especially if that lifeline is a little further down the path of forging 

ahead.  Sandberg writes of people in her life who reached out to her after 

Dave’s death to tell her that they’d lost a spouse, a sibling, a child—and 

wanted to be there for her as she began walking the same path. 

But those who walk the path with us may not be limited to other individuals 

we know personally.  Our own tradition is rife with examples of individuals 

and communities drawing strength from connecting to events in Jewish 

history.  We do it by drawing on the Torah all the time, including the 

connection to Abraham, Sarah, and Isaac in today’s reading of the Akedah.  

Our ancestors may not be here for a live conversation, but their experiences 

are often not that far from our own, and we may draw inspiration from 

knowing that they were able to put one foot in front of the other.   

It turns out that, throughout the myriad tragedies our people have suffered—

ranging from the destruction of the Temples to the Crusades to the expulsion 

from Spain to the pogroms in the 19th and 20th centuries, and of course to the 

Holocaust—the poetry, sermons, prayers, and other literature they composed 

regularly made connections to events in Jewish history.  One example is a 

poem from the period of the expulsion of the Jewish community from Spain in 

1942, written by Judah ben David and entitled “Know, Judah and Israel”.  The 

poet laments the people, the sounds, the richness of life that are gone from 

their home in Spain. But he addresses his words not to the people of his 

generation, but to Judah and Israel, the iconic Southern and Northern 

kingdoms during the reign of King David, millennia earlier.  By linking the 
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contemporary crisis of expulsion to the glorified Judah and Israel, the poet 

brings comfort to the Jewish people of his day.  They would most certainly 

know that the kingdom of Israel would soon be destroyed by the Assyrians, its 

10 tribes sent into exile and lost forever.  But they would also know that the 

sacred remnant of the Jewish people in Judah would flourish.  Without even 

having to say the words, Judah ben David offers hope to his peers:  Even as we 

must leave our homes, and it feels like all is lost, we will land on our feet, just 

like our ancestors did. 

Connection—whether to a contemporary community or an historical one—

reassures us that we are in fact not alone.  And that goes a long way in 

building our resilience. 

 

One last tool, one that we’ve seen countless times.  Part of healing from 

trauma for so many is the search for meaning.  Almost to a person, those who 

suffer traumas say they would have preferred never to have gone through the 

ordeal in the first place, but now that they have, they are determined to bring 

some good into the world because of it.  How many foundations have been 

founded by survivors of a disease, or in memory of a loved one who died?  

How many people do we know who run races and raise money because they 

were directly affected by adversity?  I recently came across a TED Talk given 

by the Australian former elite skier Janine Shepherd3--another 

recommendation for you after the holiday.  Shepherd was in a truly horrific 

accident—bike vs. 18-wheeler—and woke up in the spinal ward, paralyzed 

from the neck down.  She describes her slow and painful recovery, and her 

struggle with losing the only identity she’d ever known: elite athlete.  

                                                
3 <https://www.ted.com/speakers/janine_shepherd>  

https://www.ted.com/speakers/janine_shepherd
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Shepherd persevered through the pain and the depression, and she eventually 

taught herself to walk again, which you can see when you watch the video, and 

she resolved to learn something new.  Not only did she manage to learn to fly 

a plane; not only did she overcome the fear of flying over the site of her 

accident; but she has learned to be a flight instructor and now dedicates her 

life to teaching others.  She summed up her own experience in the words of 

Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu: “When you let go of what you are, you become 

what you might be”.  Every single person who has made meaning out of 

trauma, adversity, or loss has had to come to this realization.  We didn’t want 

things to turn out this way, but now that they have, I must modify what I 

thought my life would look like.  It can still be beautiful.  It can still be 

meaningful. 

 

There are so many ways that we human beings are resilient.  We can’t help but 

notice resiliency in the midst of, in the wake of, tragedy and trauma of all 

kinds.  There’s one ingredient that we haven’t mentioned yet today that ties all 

of these strategies together, and that is hope.  We simply wouldn’t have the 

motivation to forge a new path ahead if we didn’t carry in our hearts an 

eternal flame of hope.  We may sometimes have trouble accessing that hope—

on those days, it’s hard to get going—but it’s there.  We have hope because we 

are connected to other people.  We have hope because we pray that those who 

suffer will heal.  We have hope that something good really can come from a 

terrible situation.  It is that hope that nudges us to take action, even when 

we’re unsure how we can make a difference in the face of hate, destruction, or 

wrongdoing.  Hope is deeply human, and it’s deeply Jewish.  After all, for 2000 

years, we held on to the hope of gathering ourselves into our homeland, and 
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we finally succeeded.  Od lo avdah tikvateinu.  “Our hope is not lost,” says 

Israel’s anthem, HaTikvah. 

I want to close with a story this morning. 

 

THE MAGIC RING 

by Rabbi Edward Feinstein 

There was a king who collected jewels. One night, he dreamed that 

somewhere in the world there was a ring with strange, magical powers: When 

one was sad, it could make him happy. When he was giddy and drunk, it could 

sober him and bring him back to himself. When he was joyful, it intensified his 

joy. 

The king awoke from his dream convinced that the ring really existed. Calling 

together his court, he recounted the dream and offered a fabulous reward for 

the one who found the ring. 

Each of them went out to search the world. And each returned empty-handed. 

Except one. There was one whose love for his master pushed him onward. 

Years went by. He scoured the world; searching every shop, every bazaar, for 

the magic ring. To no avail. But before he would admit to failure, he stopped, 

one last time, into a tiny shop near the palace. He described what he sought, 

and described too all his travail over the past years. The owner simply smiled. 

"I have the ring," he responded, "come, let me get it for you." He took down a 

old box, and handed the ring to the astonished minister. "Take it as my gift." 

The minister rushed to the palace. He entered the king's chamber, approached 

the throne, and presented the ring to the king. The king opened the box. He 

found a plain, unadorned, metal ring. Could this be the precious, magical ring? 

Then he saw that three Hebrew words were engraved on the ring: GAM ZEH 

YA-AVOR, THIS TOO WILL PASS. 

Over time, the king came to realize the magical power of the ring. When he 

was sad, the ring would remind him: THIS TOO WILL PASS, and he would be 

consoled. Giddy and drunk, he would look upon the ring: THIS TOO WILL 

PASS, and he was sobered. And when he experienced true joy, real happiness, 

the ring reminded him: THIS TOO WILL PASS and he recognized the 

preciousness of special moments. Soon he realized that this was indeed the 
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most valuable ring in the world. He lost interest in the rest of his collection -- 

all his many jewels and gems paled in the face of the plain metal ring which 

never left his hand. 

 

Gam zeh ya’avor.   When it all seems too hard, when there’s too much 

adversity, we might draw strength, like the king, from the mantra gam zeh 

ya’avor.  In its own way, gam zeh ya’avor can offer us the hope we need to 

forge ahead, just one step at a time.  It’s Rosh HaShanah, and tomorrow we 

transition into the rest of the year.  Gam zeh ya’avor.  Let this year of 5778 be 

one of resilience for each of us, the Jewish people, our nation, and our world.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


