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Shabbat Shalom.

How do you measure the full depth of a person's character? Is it what they achieve
when everything is going well? Or is it entirely different: how do they respond to a
crushing blow?

Our patriarch Abraham excels in both ways. One can never take away from him that he
and Sarah leave everything behind to follow G-d's voice to an unseen land. When G-d
tells Abraham “Lech Lecha - Get going” Abraham does exactly that. He starts his life
over in a new land with a new language and begins a new religion. Dayeinu. That's
enough to put him in the Jewish Hall of Fame.

But there's more to him than that rosy feel-good story. Abraham encounters devastation
along the way. In last week's Torah reading, Vayera, G-d instructs him to sacrifice his
son Isaac. We all know in the end G-d stays his hand and Abraham spares his son. But
there is a devastating fallout. Not in Abraham's faith in G-d, but in the father’s
relationship with his son. He and Isaac go separate ways after the binding, and indeed
they never speak again. They may not see each other ever again either. While Abraham
does not physically kill his son, thank G-d, he does kill his relationship with that child.

On the heels of that trauma, infer, the rabbis, Sarah passes away at the beginning of
today's Torah reading, Hayyei Sarah. And Abraham is crushed. The Torah says,
"Abraham proceeded to mourn for Sarah and to bewail her.” That we have a verb,
“Livkota - to cry for her” is significant. The Torah frequently describes the death of a
character, but not always a loved one’s tears that naturally fall because of their passing.

Abraham is all alone now. Isaac is effectively gone, Sarah is no more, Hagar and
Ishmael - the maidservant and son from earlier in Genesis - are long gone, having been
kicked out of his home. In this despair and loneliness, how does Abraham respond?

The Torah tells us directly: “Vayakom Avraham Me’al Pnei Meito. Abraham arose from
beside his dead.” The simple way to understand this is, as noted in the JPS
commentary, that mourners would physically sit on the ground. When Abraham finished
his period of mourning, he had to physically get off the floor. Thousands of years later,
Jews continue to sit on the floor or low to the ground when we mourn our own loved
ones. It's why Shiva chairs are so short, to mimic sitting on the actual floor.



But | read this verb “Vayakom Avraham” as a metaphor as well. Emotionally he picks
himself up and continues on. Hammered by this one-two punch of losses in the family,
he refuses to be crushed and immobilized by his sorrow and grief. The lturei Torah
highlights this aspect. People are naturally laid low by grief and mourning, and this is
natural and okay. It's part of being human and loving another person. But Abraham,
when he is ready, picks himself up and continues to provide for the family that has left
him.

First, he arranges to purchase the cave of Machpelah as a burial site for his family:
Sarah, of course, but also himself and future generations. Though G-d has promised
this land to Abraham forever, Abraham wisely insists on paying full price in public so
future generations of local inhabitants cannot question the validity of this transaction.
This is the first Jewish land purchase in Israel, in Hevron.

But he's not finished yet. Though Isaac has left him, Abraham next arranges to find him
a wife. His servant undertakes a long journey to Abraham's birthplace to find Rebecca
and bring her home to Isaac. Part of this is self-motivated, as Abraham understands that
there must be a next generation of family that believes in G-d as he does for the project
to endure. But | believe the father also has Isaac's 's best interests in mind, and he
wants Isaac to have a family of his own, especially since both parents are no longer with
him. The servant succeeds in finding Rebecca, a remarkable woman who is perfect for
Isaac and the Jewish family.

But Abraham is not finished yet either. Toward the end of the Parsha, we read that he
takes yet another wife, Keturah, and has six more children. We do not usually speak of
this wife and children, but he continues to build his family until his own passing. When
he got up after Sarah died - Vayakom Avraham - he kept going and building. His
response to loss and tragedy was to get up and build. It must not have been easy, but it
was indicative of his character and tenacity. | don’t think he was over Sarah’s passing,
either. That grief never went away. But he was able to get up even while missing her
greatly. That's how | understand “Vayakom Avraham Me’al Pnei Meito. Abraham arose
from beside his dead; even when his dead were still on his heart and mind.”

Rebuilding after tragedy and loss is not a new idea, but it is none the easier. The Jewish
tradition urges us to take the time we need to mourn the loss of a loved one or a
tragedy, but not to be paralyzed by grief forever. We say Kaddish for a long time - 30
days for immediate family and 11 months for parents - but not forever. For the tradition
wants us one day to get up and rebuild, like Abraham. Even as we still miss our own
loved ones. Missing them never goes away.



This reminds me of two examples from our day. One from Israel and the other from the
American Jewish world.

We all know what happened in Kibbutz Be’eri on October 7th of last year. That Israeli
Kibbutz near Gaza was particularly inundated with loss and tragedy from the Hamas
massacre. Just over a year later, on November 7th 2024, Kibbutz Be’eri held a wedding,
the first since last year. A Facebook post read:
“The first wedding in Be'eri since October 7th—Chagai and Idan are getting married,
a great light in the darkness. Chagai's parents, Ze'ev and Zehava Hacker z"l, were
murdered on October 7th in Pesi's house in Be'eri. The burial and shiva for Ze'ev and
Zehava z"| were held in Kvutzat Shiller, where Chagai and Idan met. Amidst the pain
and sorrow, blue eyes met, and today they are getting married. Chagai, a modest,
quiet person with a heart of gold, a photographer and a man of the land, wanted to
bring joy to the family and the friends of Be'eri. The energetic Idan went along with
him. Chagai, who sowed wheat last year and continues to sow this year,
commemorates his father Ze'ev, the legendary wheat grower. Chagai and Idan are
triumphing over life. They are a great light in the darkness, they are our hope. They
are building a new shared home. We hope his parents Ze'ev and Zehava can see the
jJjoy amidst the tears from up above.”

| can’t imagine there were any dry eyes at that wedding. It gives me chills just thinking
about it. What strength this couple had to get up and rebuild life - their own, their
parents’ community, their nation’s - in the very same place that had endured
unimaginable loss?

We probably have not heard the names of this wedding couple before, but | bet you
have heard of Sheryl Sandberg. Many years ago, this Jewish American had a key
leadership position in Google. She left the company in its prime to become the second
highest ranking official at a newish company then called Facebook. Of course Facebook
would then become a worldwide phenomenon. She later wrote a book, called “Lean In”
which became a bestseller. What an incredible career.

And then tragedy struck. In 2015 her husband Dave Goldberg died unexpectedly, and
everything changed. It was a devastating blow to her and the world she knew. After
some time, she responded like Abraham did, by getting up and rebuilding. She later
wrote a second book, called “Option B” which emphasizes grief and resilience while
dealing with life's challenges. The book offers practical tips for readers to create
resilience in our own lives, a process she went through herself.



Sandberg has always been proudly Jewish, and she found another way to support our
people earlier this year. In April, she fronted a documentary to YouTube called “Screams
Before Silence.” The film highlights the unspeakable sexual violence that Hamas
committed against Israelis on October 7th. Far too many people in the world are
ignorant of or plainly dismiss this atrocity, and it is her film that brings this topic to the
forefront, where it belongs. Our synagogue screened this film earlier this year, but the
film’s real value is in sharing the atrocities of that day with people who are otherwise
unaware that this happened. Significantly, Sandberg has described this film as the most
important work of her life. Not Google, not Facebook, not “Lean In.” It was this
disturbing but crucially important film that became, in her eyes, her most important
contribution. After her own crushing loss, she too was able to get up and rebuild.

As she writes in her book: “Option A is not available. so let's just kick the heck out of
Option B. I am more vulnerable than | thought, but much stronger than | ever imagined.”

Sheryl Sandberg was not the first to walk down this deeply challenging path; it was
Abraham who blazed that trail, whose journey began when G-d told him to “Lech
Lecha.” Fortunately, Abraham understood that didn’t mean “Get going” so much as “Get
going and keep going.”

Shabbat Shalom.



