Living in Pain: With a Knife in the Heart

Today, as we conclude a horrifying week, we reaibkcal tale of terror. It's known as
the binding of Isaac:

“There came a time when God put Abraham to the tédtraham!,” God said, and
Abraham answeredHineni, Here | am." God said: 'Take your son, your iprecone,
Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Mor&id offer him up as a burnt offering
on one of the hills that | will show you.” Earlgxt morning, Abraham did just that. He
saddled his donkey, took his two servants, alortg his son Isaac, and set out for the
place as God had told him.

On the third day, Abraham looked up, saw the pfem® afar, and said to his
servants: ‘Stay here with the donkey whiie boyand | go up to serve God.” (“the boy
and I’... Abraham couldn’t even mention Isaac’s ngmde then took the wood for the
sacrifice, and laid it on Isaadleis son (the biblical author now inserts the name and the
relationship to show how awful this is — it's Isaac, his sofil§braham carried the fire
stone and the knife; and the two walked on togéther

Then Isaac broke the silence, with what | considdre the most important line in
the entire text. Isaac asks a question that éefierror, when he says, “Father! | see the
fire stone and the wood; but where is the ldorthe burnt offering?' Meaning, “What’s
happening here? Am | next?That is to live in terror.

And Abraham replies: 'God will see to the lambtfe burnt offering, my son.’

And they came to the place of which God had toid.hAbraham built an altar, and



carefully stacked the wood. He tied up his dsaac laid him down, and reached for the
knife to slay his son.

“Father, where is the lamb for the burnt offerifg?!
But the knife kept descending towards him, the&nrifl imagine a little four inch knife,
a knife that could fit into a modern day shaving guickly piercing the air, until an angel
of the Lord called to him and said: 'Abraham, Afaia! Do not raise your hand against
the boy, nor do the least thing to him...for now bknyou stand in awe of God... And
Abraham looked up, and his eye fell upon a ram.”

There is the ram for the burnt offering. And he offered it in place of his son.

This year, the Binding of Isaac sends chills domynspine. Many will read it
proudly and say, “you see, in Judaism, God doesgartt human sacrifice. Life is sacred
and should never be destroyed.” But today, | teadale in terror...Like the rabbi who
read it and broke down crying. A small child campeto him and said, “Rabbi, Rabbi,
why are you crying? You know that Isaac wasnlekil Angels came, they saved the
day. Rabbi, angels don’'t come late.” And the Radplied, “I know my son, angels
don’t come late. But people do.”

This week, everything seemed to come too late. $madve questioned, “How
could this happen?” “Father, Lord, God?...Wherdnexam for the burnt offering? Let
it not be us!” But thousands were killed.

Chaim Gouri, an Israeli poet, wrote of tAkedayears ago. | share it with you
today. It resonates as though it were writteneyelsty. It's called, Yerushalt

“Heritage,” and it reads:



The ram came last of all.

And Abraham did not know that it came to answenibgs question —

first of his strength when his day was on the wane.

The old man raised his head.

Seeing that it was no dream and that the angetlst@ye — the knife slipped from his
hand...”

It continues, “Isaac, as the story goes, was rotfgeed. He lived for many years, saw
what pleasure had to offer, until his eyesight dedm

But he bequeathed that hour to his offspring.

They are born with a knife in their hearts.

You see, Isaac didn’'t get away, unharmed. The Ishifped! It slipped from
Abraham’s hand and entered Isaac’s heart and @eespn after him. And last Tuesday,

September 11, we felt it. That knife, that foushrknife, pierced our heart and stayed

there.

“Rabbi, a plane just hit the World Trade CenteouYetter come watch.”

“Rabbi, a second plane; it’s horrible; it just thie other tower.”

“Rabbi, it's the Pentagon, and | héeré’s another plane out there. This is war,
Rabbi.”

The news spread as fast as the knife sliced thrtheghir. All US Airports:
closed. Amtrak, Boston to Washington corridorseld. All museums and monuments
in Washington, D.C.: closed. Boston Financial festclosed. Mt. Rushmore: closed.
The Halls of Congress: closed. The Mall of Ameridased. Disney World: closed.
The Liberty bell: closed. America, as we knewclased.

How do we live in a time of terror, with a knifedged deep in our hearts? How do we
go on, not knowing when the next bomb will blas#zll, today, | do not want to look at
Islamic fundamentalism or Israel, Afghanistan ¢iaaces. | want to look at Isaac. He’s

the first person | know who had a knife in his hedf you look at the Torah, we’re never



told where Isaac goes after the Binding. He sulydsppears a few chapters later, with
no mention of his post-trauma whereabouts. Thbisdilled in the missing pieces in the
midrash, when they said in typical rabbinic fashmhere did Isaac go following the
aked® Where else? the yeshiva... to think, reflect, taptb learn of God and of life,
and how to live with a knife permanently stuckhe heart. And even though Isaac’s
wounded, he studies, and even though he studisswbended. “How can | ever trust
and love and work and live again?”

Tuesday, the calls came in with the very same gprest

“Rabbi, | am petrified. I'm taking my child frontkool?”

“Rabbi, I'm not going back to work, especially mat hi-rise building.”

“Rabbi, I'm never flying again.”

I'm sure Isaac felt the same way; he had a knifeisrheart. But eventually,
Isaac’s told to get on with life, take a wife arml@n living. But he wasn't ready.

“Find him a wife,” his servants are told, “ “findrh the most “beautiful”, most wonderful
maiden in the entire land.” And according to tleeah, they did. Her name was
Rebecca. She was “beautiful,” the Torah saysteaadjective in the holy text. And the
two of them are brought together. Rebecca looks apd sees Isaac. Isaac looks up...
and he sees camels. It just wasn’t time. Theeanmenife in his heart.

Recently, a local woman passed away. In 1942sgheved the Coconut Grove
fire in Boston. For the last 59 years, she nemn&gred a public building. That's no way to
live.

And so Isaac’s servants said, you got to live.Labker, and “all the things that she has

done.” [24:66] She’s beautiful, she’s generous,stoving. Finally, Isaac brought her



into his tent, took her as his wife, and as thealh@ays, “loved her.” Finally, he was able
to live again.

The call came in at around 1 o’clock. “Rabbi, paeall, line 3.”

“Thanks, I'll get it in my office. Hello?”

“O my God. Yes, I'll certainly speak with her. Ja®n’'t leave her alone. Please
don’t leave her alone.”

“Hello. | am so sorry to hear of your loss. | amsorry.”

“How do you tell your five year old?”

[pause] “I want you to tell him the truth. Thas ldaddy’s not coming home, he
died. But | want you to make sure that you teth thathe’s going to be safe, and his
mommy is too. | want you to tell him that... sometsnpeople do horrible, terrible
things, but the world is still a good place, antslgwing to be OK. And don’t leave him
alone.”

It's times like these, when we not only need taridaow to love again, but we
need to affirm that the world’s still a good plaaaed we're going to be OK.

“But, Rabbi, how can | bring a child into this wd?l It's too dangerous.”But
Isaac, only a few verses after the Akeda, makegrbatest statement of faith all,
when he says, “God, grant me a child,” Life igthdiving.

Isaac’s approach to life is the exact oppositdefterrorist’'s approach. The
terrorist believes that life is valueless. You dastroy everything, including yourself.
In Judaism, we’re told to choose lifelvcharta b’chaimwe read on Yom Kippur.
“Choose life” because the world is still good, désghe knife that rests in our hearts.

Recently, Thomas Friedman of the NY Times, remditkean Israeli official what



an amazing technological feat it was for the testsito hijack the planes atfien fly

them directly into the most vulnerable spot in ebalding. Friedman writes, but “the
Israeli pooh-poohed me. ‘It's not that difficutt learn how to fly a plane once it's up in
the air,” he said, ‘And remembehey never had to learn how to land.’ Friedman
concludes, the Israeli was right. “They only hadléstroy. We, by contrast, have to fight
in a way that is effective without destroying thexywopen society we are trying to protect.
We have to fight hardndland safely.” We have to choose life....and continue to affirm
that the world is still good.... And that people toe.

There was once a teacher who asked her studelgsttoe names of the other
students in the room on two sheets of paper, lgavispace between each name. She
then told them to think of the nicest thing thewldosay about each of their classmates...
and write it down. It took the remainder of thesslgeriod to finish the assignment and,
as the students left the room, each one handé ipapers. That Saturday, the teacher
wrote down the name of each student on a sepdreé&t sf paper, and listed what
everyone else had said about that individual. @mdi&y, she gave each student his or
her list. Before long, the entire class was smilifiReally?" she heard whispered. "I
never knew that | meant anything to anyone!” Wrdi know others liked me so much."
No one ever mentioned those papers in class agdia.never knew if they discussed
them after class or with their parents, but it didmatter. The exercise had accomplished
its purpose. The students were happy with themselad one another.

That group of students moved on. Several yeags, lahe of the students was killed in

Vietnam and his teacher attended the funeral. N @denever seen a serviceman in a

! Thomas Friedman, Thursday, September 13, 2001 rltWar 111" p. A27.



military coffin before. He looked so handsomepsature. The church was packed with
his friends. One by one, those who loved him tadist walk by the coffin. The teacher
was the last one to bless the coffin. As she stoeck, one of the soldiers, who acted as
pallbearer, came up to her. "Were you Mark's medichier?" She nodded: "Yes."

"Mark, talked about you a lot." After the funenadost of Mark's former classmates went
out to lunch. Mark's mother and father were theog obviously waiting to speak with

his teacher. "We want to show you something,'fétiser said, taking a wallet out of his
pocket. "They found this on Mark when he was HilléVe thought you might recognize
it." And opening the billfold, he carefully remayé~vo worn pieces of notepaper that had
obviously been taped, folded and refolded manydirié@e teacher knew, without
looking, that the papers were the ones on whicthsldisted all the good things each of
Mark's classmates had said about him. "Thank gansch for doing that,” Mark's
mother said. "As you can see, Mark treasuredhit.bf Mark's former classmates started
to gather around. Charlie smiled rather sheepishtiysaid, "I still have my list. It's in the
top drawer of my desk at home." Chuck's wife sdihuck asked me to put his in our
wedding album." "I have mine too," Marilyn saidlt's in my diary."” Then Vickie,

another classmate, reached into her pocketbook,dobher wallet and showed her worn
and frazzled list to the group. "I carry this witte at all times,"” she said, "I think we all
saved our lists." That's when the teacher fingdtydown and cried. She cried for Mark
and for all his friends who would never see himiag&he cried for the times when we

don’t tell people how good they are.



And so Isaac called his sons together. And he saidnt to speak with you, | want to
tell you how much you mean to me. | want to bigms. And Isaac, with a knife in his
heart, offered blessing. The world’s still goodigou are too. Go forth, my sons, go

forth.

This has been a difficult week, but we are a rdsgbeople. We have known pain and
heartache, but we have also known how to carearednd live again. Following the
Kennedy Assassination, Mary McGrory said to Pathttkynihan, “Oh Pat, we’ll never
laugh again.” And Patrick Moynihan replied, “Masyrely we’ll laugh again. But we
will never be young again.” Recently, the Jewislumnist and social activist, Leonard
Fein mentioned, they were both wrong. America heabandAmerica was young again.
And so too will we. Eventually, we'll get back dme planes, and work will resume, and
the football games will too. America will be stgprand one day, God willing, there will
stand two big towers in the heart of Manhattanjr@gabut our commitment to love, to
life and to blessing.

And so... in a week when it has been so difficultind appropriate speech, | leave you
with the words of Brian Sweeney of Barnstable, M&o was a passenger on Flight 175,
and called home on his cell phone, to say: “Hegslut’s Brian. I'm on a plane and it's
hijacked and it doesn’t look good. | just wantedet you know that | love you and |
hope to see you again. If I don't, please hawvei life, and live your life the best you

can.”

2NY Times, Sunday Sept. 16, 2001, “Voices from A#oVLove You, Mommy, Goodbye.’ Week in
Review, p. 7



Cain y’hi ratzon. May it be God'’s will.



