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“Learning from Amanda Gorman”

On January 20 of this past year, Amanda Gorman published an extraordinary guest essay in the New
York Times about how she almost backed out of reading her poem “The Hill We Climb” at President
Biden’s inauguration. It’s a sellar essay, and if you didn’t see it at the time, or want to experience it
again, I’ve printed some copies and left them in the lobby–feel free to grab one on your way out later
this morning.

What I want to do with you this morning is try to read Gorman’s article as a midrash on the Akedah,
the binding of Isaac, which we read from the Torah this morning, and then with that lens read the
Akedah back into our world today.

Gorman’s essay is about fear. Now, there are lots of emotions you could ascribe to the Akedah, but
the reason fear rises to the top for me requires a short excursion to later in the Book of Genesis.
Jacob, Isaac’s son, has been living with his father-in-law Lavan for 20 years in an uneasy relationship
that we might call emotionally abusive. Eventually he decides it’s time to go home and slips out the
back. Lavan gives chase, and they finally confront each other and come to a sort of cold peace.
When they make a covenant with each other, they each swear by the God of their father. Lavan
invokes “The God of Abraham and the God of Nachor,” but twice in the course of 11 verses Jacob
calls on “Pachad Yitzchak,” the Fear of Isaac.

What does that mean, the Fear of Isaac, and what kind of name for God is that? Do we believe in a
God whose primary attribute is fear?

The JPS Bible Commentary very helpfully tells us, on Pachad Yitzchak, “meaning of Hebrew
uncertain.” But my assumption–and this is backed up by a thread of traditional commentary that
Nachmanides picks up in the 13th century–has always been that this refers to the Akedah. Isaac
essentially has two formative experiences as a young person. The first, which we read yesterday, is
the complex family saga of his older brother Ishmael and Ishmael’s mother Hagar being driven out of
the house, at Sarah’s instigation and with God’s approval. The second is the Akedah, where his father
bound him to the altar and was about to sacrifice him to God. If that was your childhood, wouldn’t you
be afraid of God? And even if, as you grew up and got to know God better, that relationship improved
and deepened, at the root would probably still be that primal fear. And that makes me both sad for
Isaac and curious. What kind of God-relationship is that? Oh my God, what kind of God-relationship is
that?!

That’s where Amanda Gorman–a Black woman who was 23 years old when she braved death threats
to stand at the Capitol and address our entire nation–comes in with a possible answer. She writes:

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/01/20/opinion/amanda-gorman-poem-inauguration.html


Maybe being brave enough doesn’t mean lessening my fear, but listening to it.

I’m a firm believer that often terror is trying to tell us of a force far greater than despair. In this
way, I look at fear not as cowardice but as a call forward, a summons to fight for what we hold
dear…If you’re not afraid, then you’re not paying attention. The only thing we have to fear is
having no fear itself — having no feeling on behalf of whom and what we’ve lost, whom and
what we love.

Fear can be love trying its best in the dark.

If we take her approach to fear and project it onto the Akedah, onto Isaac’s relationship with God, and
indeed onto the fullness of Isaac’s life, we get a startling and heart-warming new perspective. Pacjad
Yitzchak shifts from being a paralyzing, traumatizing fear to a fear that informs. I start to see Isaac as
someone who was exposed early on to vulnerability and fragility, and so as he grows up he takes
nothing for granted. The fear at his core becomes a powerful love for everything he holds dear–recall
that Isaac’s love for Rebecca is the first romantic love mentioned in the Torah–and that combination
of fear and love guides every action of his remaining life.

With that in mind I went looking through the classical commentators, to see what perspective they
could offer about Pachad Yitzchak. I was pleasantly surprised by what I found to lay alongside
Nachmanides. Here are three rabbis, each linking fear in his own way with love.

Rabbeinu Bachye, writing in the 14th century, suggests that, in addition to the Akedah, another
episode in Isaac’s life that Pachad might refer to is the day he blessed Jacob and Esau. You
remember the story: Isaac, old and blind, sends his beloved firstborn Esau out to hunt and prepare
food for him, so Isaac can bless him. Rebecca gets Jacob to pretend to be Esau, scoping his older
brother and receiving the coveted blessing of the firstborn. Then Esau comes back quite innocently,
having done his filial duty and ready to receive the blessing that Isaac thinks he has already given.
The Torah says, “Vayecherad Yitzchak charadah gedolah”--Isaac was seized with great trembling,
using another Hebrew word for fear that gives us the modern Jewish category “Haredi,” whose origin
means “one who trembles before God.” In contrast to his childhood trauma on the altar, where he was
a victim, here Isaac is afraid that he has caused harm–to Esau, and to Esau and Jacob’s
already-fraught relationship. Rabbeinu Bachye embellishes the scene with a midrash that, in that
moment, Isaac saw Gehenna open beneath him–though we as the readers are left to interpret what is
meant by that. Was he afraid of what would happen next? Was he afraid of what would have
happened had he given the blessing to Esau, as he planned to? Or perhaps this is just a visual
expression of that reeling, sinking feeling in your stomach as you realize that something massively
unexpected has just happened that will irrevocably shift the course of your life.

A second take on Pachad Yitzchak comes from Pa’ane’ach Raza, a 13th century French rabbi, who
takes us back to the encounter with Lavan. He proposes that Lavan had been seeing visions in his
dreams, night after night, of Isaac standing in prayer before God and asking that God protect Jacob
from Lavan. In this telling there is a dual fear: Isaac was afraid of what would happen to Jacob, and



Lavan was afraid of touching Jacob because Isaac’s prayer for protection had been granted. This
time, it is a fear not for the self but for a beloved other. Pachad Yitzchak is Isaac saying, My dear son
is in danger, alone in a faraway land, and there is nothing I can do to help him except pray.

Finally, Radak, another 13th century rabbi, says Pachad Yitzchak is Jacob’s fear that he had delayed
his return home too long, that Isaac would die and Jacob wouldn’t be able to say goodbye or bury
him. It’s similar to the way Pa’ane’ach Raza understands fear–fear that someone I love is at risk–with
an added overlay of: Am I too late?

These are the fears and the loves that shape Isaac’s life. “Fear can be love trying its best in the dark.”
They encompass his entire lifespan, from his childhood experience being bound on the altar to his
deathbed. And they are the same fears that touch and shape each of our lives. Am I in danger? Is
someone I love in danger? Have I caused irreparable harm? Am I too late?

And the answer, of course, to the first three questions is yes. We are in danger, those we love are in
danger, and we are complicit in much harm.

But to the fourth question–am I too late?--the answer is, not yet.

In my Kol Nidre sermon, I’ll be picking up a similar theme and offering a suggestion of how, spiritually,
we move into this fraught new year. Think of this morning’s d’var Torah as a question–what do we do
with our fear?--and Kol Nidre as one possible answer. Until then, I’ll close with one more quote from
Amanda Gorman, because she says it better than I possibly could:

Though our fears may be the same, we are not. If nothing else, this must be known: Even as
we’ve grieved, we’ve grown; even fatigued, we’ve found that this hill we climb is one we must
mount together. We are battered but bolder, worn but wiser. I’m not telling you to not be tired or
afraid. If anything, the very fact that we’re weary means we are, by definition, changed; we are
brave enough to listen to, and learn from, our fear. This time will be different because this time
we’ll be different. We already are.

***
Notes:

Dune: “Fear is the mind-killer. Fear is the little death.”

Pachad Yitzchak
● Ramban in passing connects to the Akedah: רחוקואיננו → I was a victim?
● Pa’aneach Raza: Lavan had visions of Isaac standing in prayer asking God to protect Jacob,

and those visions scared Lavan, so he behaved himself. I.e. fear on both sides–Isaac and



Lavan. Isaac’s fear comes from love. (13th century French Tosafist)  → My loved one is in
danger and I can do nothing to help.

● Rabbeinu Bachye adds a possibility that it’s the day Isaac blessed his sons–he feared a great
fear (charada)--and saw Gehenna open below him. (14th c.)

○ Which is also about love! Because Isaac loved both sons.  → My God, what harm have
I caused?

● RaDaK (13th c.) says Jacob was afraid that Isaac would die before Jacob could get home.  →
Similar to Pa’aneach Raza, with a side of “Am I too late?”

● JPS “Meaning of Hebrew uncertain”

Gorman:
Maybe being brave enough doesn’t mean lessening my fear, but listening to it.

I’m a firm believer that often terror is trying to tell us of a force far greater than despair. In this way, I
look at fear not as cowardice but as a call forward, a summons to fight for what we hold dear…If
you’re not afraid, then you’re not paying attention. The only thing we have to fear is having no fear
itself — having no feeling on behalf of whom and what we’ve lost, whom and what we love.

But though our fears may be the same, we are not. If nothing else, this must be known: Even as
we’ve grieved, we’ve grown; even fatigued, we’ve found that this hill we climb is one we must mount
together. We are battered but bolder, worn but wiser. I’m not telling you to not be tired or afraid. If
anything, the very fact that we’re weary means we are, by definition, changed; we are brave enough
to listen to, and learn from, our fear. This time will be different because this time we’ll be different. We
already are.

Yet fear can be love trying its best in the dark.


