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Rick Rescorla, a 62-year-old retired and decorated U.S. Army colonel, was the director of 

security of Morgan Stanley at the World Trade Center at the time of the 9/11 attack back in 

2001. Right from the start he was obsessed by preparing for possible terrorist attacks, 

insisting on holding twice yearly evacuation drills by the stairwell for the firm’s 22 floors in the 

south tower - in spite of complaints that it caused costly disruption at the busy brokerage 

firm. The result was that when terrorists attacked on 9/11 he and his team were ready. Despite 

having received official instructions to stay put after the 8:46 a.m. crash next door, Rescorla 

told Morgan Stanley staffers to follow his evacuation plan, and he sent them two by two, as 

they had practiced, down the many flights of stairs. His decision and his preparation made all 

the difference. Although 13 employees - including Rescorla - perished, more than 2,500 

employees left the tower alive. According to "The New Yorker," Rescorla used his mobile 

phone to call former military colleague, Dan Hill, at home to get updates on news footage as 

he directed employees by megaphone. Hill reported that Rescorla was "calm and collected, 

never raising his voice." Then Hill heard him break into song.” He also called his wife, Susan. 

"If something should happen to me, I want you to know I've never been happier," he said. A 

fuzzy photo of Rescorla speaking into the megaphone exists online. He was last seen on the 

10th floor - heading upstairs, presumably looking for more people to evacuate, thinking 

naught of his own safety.  

 

On January 13, 1982, Air Florida Flight 90 plummeted to earth shortly after take off from 

Washington National Airport. The pilots, inexperienced at flying in snowy conditions, had 

failed to prepare their Boeing 737 properly such that there was ice build up on the wings and 

engines.  After attaining a maximum altitude of just 352 feet Flight 90 smashed nose-first into 

the rock-solid ice covering the Potomac River, just outside Washington DC. The story of what 

happened is retold by Christopher McDougall in Men’s Health magazine. “To horrified 

onlookers, it seemed impossible that anyone could be alive inside the mangled steel carcass 

slowly vanishing into the water. But one by one, six survivors gasped to the surface and 

grabbed desperately at the tail of the plane. They'd had to swim up past their dead friends, 

seat mates and spouses to escape. They knew that unless they were pulled out, fast, they'd 

soon be sinking back down to join them. Just hanging on was agony: The six survivors had 

fractured arms and shattered legs, and their hands were freezing into claws that slipped from 

the wet steel. "Help us!" they screamed. "We're going to die out here!" They were only 40 or 

so yards from the Virginia shore but surrounded by an arctic nightmare of jagged ice. 

Pushing a rescue boat into those shards would be suicide. Piloting a chopper into the 

whipping snowstorm would be nearly as risky — that's what brought the plane down in the 

first place. Would-be rescuers yanked ladders off utility trucks and tried stretching them 

across the ice. They knotted scarves and fan belts into makeshift ropes and dangled them 

from the 14th Street Bridge. One man even tried dog-paddling through the ice chunks, 

hauling a jury-rigged rescue rope along with him. He couldn't get close and was nearly 

unconscious by the time he was dragged back in. Twenty minutes after the crash, the sun was 

going down, and no one had been able to reach the six survivors. They were doomed...until 
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suddenly, miraculously, a rescue chopper came whisking across the darkening sky. It dropped 

a life ring right into the hands of one of the survivors and plucked him from the water. Then 

things turned really strange. The next person to receive the ring handed it over to someone 

else. The chopper lofted her to safety, then wheeled back. The man gave away the ring again. 

And again. He even gave it away when he knew it was his last chance to live. He must have 

known, because when the chopper thundered back seconds later, he was gone. The man in 

the water had vanished beneath the ice. Who was he? But far more perplexing: Why was he? 

Why would anyone put the lives of strangers ahead of his own?” As it happens the question 

of the man’s identity was solved during the course of the many autopsies which were 

conducted after the bodies were recovered. Only one of the many bodies had water in it’s 

lungs - that of Arland Williams a very ordinary 50 year old man. While we now know who the 

man was the answer to the second question still remains unanswered. In the words of a 

clergyman, Arland’s “heroism was not rash. Aware that his own strength was fading, he 

deliberately handed hope to someone else, and he did so repeatedly. On that cold and tragic 

day, Arland D. Williams Jr. exemplified one of the best attributes of human nature, specifically 

that some people are capable of doing "anything" for total strangers.”  

 

Rick Rescorla, Arland Williams, and countless other people in times of peace and war from 

the beginning of time have earned the title ‘hero’ because of their acts of the self-sacrifice for 

complete strangers. They gave their lives so that others, people they never knew, could live. 

That’s what makes them heroes. But how do we explain such heroism? Some acts of self-

sacrifice are just about understandable, though no less magnificent - when, for instance, 

there is a genetic bond or familial connection between the saved and the lost. The mother 

who, who perhaps gives her life so that her baby or child can live, for example. As the Daily 

Mail recently reported, Cheryl Anderson, 32, had been diagnosed with cancer but “her one 

concern was for the unborn child she was carrying”. She was two months pregnant when the 

diagnosis of cancer came through. “Her response was utterly selfless, inspired by the strength 

of the maternal bond. She refused an abortion and even went without pain relief in case it 

damaged the baby.  Cheryl lived with crippling pain in a desperate race against time, hoping 

she would stay alive long enough for her baby to be born safely. At six months, doctors felt 

time had run out, and performed an emergency Caesarean. Cheryl came round from the 

anaesthetic for long enough to hear the news that her daughter had survived the traumatic 

delivery. Hours later, Cheryl slipped away in her husband's arms.” Cheryl’s is a tragic story and 

no less self-sacrificial and heroic than that of Rick Rescorla and Arland Williams. She only had 

one life to give and she gave it, as they did too. But it is the fact that the latter gave it for 

complete strangers that perplexes us. We can understand what motivated Cheryl Anderson - 

because we too, as parents or siblings, feel the intense connection that comes with a genetic 

or familial bond. But to give your life for a perfect stranger? That’s another thing altogether! 

Christoper McDougall struggled to understand this too. “Extreme heroism,” he says, “springs 

from something that no scientific theory can fully explain; it's an illogical impulse that flies in 

the face of biology, psychology, actuarial statistics, and basic common sense. Anyone who's 

read news stories about drownings at the beach and corpses pulled from smoking rubble 
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knows that in many cases, heroes tend to bump up the body count: The rescuers are as likely 

to die as the people they're trying to rescue.”  “Even Charles Darwin,” he continues, “that 

human decoder of bizarre behavior, found the idea of saving a stranger's life to be a total 

head-scratcher. "He who was ready to sacrifice his life, as many a savage has been, rather 

than betray his comrades, would often leave no offspring to inherit his noble nature," 

observed Darwin, who consequently couldn't figure out how to crowbar heroism into his 

survival-of-the-fittest theory. Die for your own kids? Perfectly logical. According to Darwin, 

your only reason to exist is to pass your genes along to the next generation. But to die for a 

rival's kids? It seems totally counterproductive. No matter how many virile, healthy heroes 

you bore, it would take just one selfish so-and-so with a hearty sex drive to spoil the whole 

species. Selfish So-and-So’s kids would thrive and multiply, while SuperDad's kids would 

eventually follow their father's example and sacrifice themselves into extinction.” If then self-

sacrifice could not be explained from an evolutionary point of view why did they continue to 

exist? “Damned if Andrew Carnegie knew” MacDougall continues. “Carnegie was the Darwin 

of the urban jungle, a street savant who discovered enough about the inner workings of the 

human psyche to command the loyalty of armies of workers and outthink the sharpest 

hustlers in the world, including the theretofore unbeatable J.P. Morgan.” “Carnegie was so 

obsessed with patterns of human behaviour that he devoted a sizeable amount of his life and 

fortune to studying under the top minds of his time. But when it came to deciphering 

heroism, even the best-financed investigator in the world came up short.  The mechanics of 

self-sacrifice are so unpredictable, Carnegie found, you can't even jimmy them with greed: A 

man won't plunge into danger for money, but he'll do it for free. "I do not expect to stimulate 

or create heroism by this fund, knowing well that heroic action is impulsive," Carnegie said in 

1904 when he established the Carnegie Hero Fund, which gives cash awards to civilians who 

save others' lives.”  

 

Some might say that a worthy recipient of the Carnegie Medal for heroism, had it been 

invented back then, would have been Y’hudah, Yaakov’s son. For as we see in this week’s 

parashah, when the chips were down, Y’hudah heroically stepped into the breach and offered 

his life for that of his brother, Binyamin. As we read, “Then Y'hudah approached Yosef and 

said, "Please, my lord! Let your servant say something to you privately; and don't be angry 

with your servant, for you are like Pharaoh himself. My lord asked his servants, 'Do you have a 

father? or a brother?' We answered my lord, 'We have a father who is an old man, and a child 

of his old age, a little one whose brother is dead; so that of his mother's children he alone is 

left; and his father loves him.' But you said to your servants, 'Bring him down to me, so that I 

can see him.' We answered my lord, 'The boy can't leave his father; if he were to leave his 

father, his father would die.' You said to your servants, 'You will not see my face again unless 

your brother is with you.' We went up to your servant my father and told him what my lord 

had said; but when our father said, 'Go again, and buy us some food,' we answered, 'We can't 

go down. Only if our youngest brother is with us will we go down, because we can't see the 

man's face unless our youngest brother is with us.' Then your servant my father said to us, 

'You know that my wife bore me two sons: the one went out from me, and I said, "Surely he 
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has been torn to pieces," and I haven't seen him since. Now if you take this one away from 

me too, and something happens to him, you will bring my gray hair down to Sh'ol with grief.' 

So now if I go to your servant my father, and the boy isn't with us - seeing how his heart is 

bound up with the boy's heart - when he sees that the boy isn't with us, he will die; and your 

servants will bring the gray hair of your servant our father down to Sh'ol with grief.For your 

servant himself guaranteed his safety; I said, 'If I fail to bring him to you, then I will bear the 

blame before my father forever.' Therefore, I beg you, let your servant stay as a slave to my 

lord instead of the boy, and let the boy go up with his brothers. For how can I go up to my 

father if the boy isn't with me? I couldn't bear to see my father so overwhelmed by anguish."  

 

How are we to explain Y’hudah’s act of heroism in offering his life in exchange for his 

brother? Honour? Righteousness? Hardly! After all, Y’hudah was a most unlikely candidate for 

hero status. You will recall in this respect how he treated his daughter in law Tamar. Y’hudah 

had three sons. Er, Onan and Shelah. Er married Tamar but because he was evil God killed 

him. According to tradition Onan was then expected to marry Tamar and have children by 

her for his brother’s sake, but since Onan refused to do his duty God killed him as well. That 

left young Shelah. Y’hudah told Tamar to return to her father’s house and wait there while 

Shelah grew up - then he would become her husband. But since Y’hudah secretly feared that 

Tamar was the cause of the problem the young man was never given to her. Tamar therefore 

took matters into her own hands and went one day, dressed as a prostitute, to the place 

where Y’hudah was shearing his sheep. This act in itself tells us something about Y’hudah’s 

moral condition. A godly man have hardly have slept with a prostitute, but Tamar was sure 

that he would - and so he did! Y’hudah gave Tamar his seal and staff as surety for the 

payment that would follow, but when his servants returned with the payment they could find 

no trace of the prostitute. Y’hudah’s lack of moral fibre is further illustrated by his response to 

the news that the prostitute couldn’t be found: “All right,” he said, “let her keep the things, so 

that we won’t be publicly shamed. I sent the kid, but you didn’t find her” It’s not exactly clear 

what Y’hudah feared to shamed for, sleeping with a prostitute or not making full payment for 

his deeds, but the fact that he didn’t want it to become public knowledge indicates his 

hypocrisy. To top it all, when it was discovered that Tamar was pregnant, the hypocritical 

Y’hudah demanded that “the whore,” as she was being callously referred to, be brought out 

and burned to death! Nice!  In the event Tamar’s life was only saved when she produced the 

seal and staff that Y’hudah had given to her as the down payment for her services. Faced with 

this overwhelming evidence of his own culpability and hypocrisy, Y’hudah had little choice 

but to acknowledge that, “She is more righteous than I.” How true! 

 

But of course this isn’t the only example of Y’hudah’s lack of moral fibre is it? For in Bresheet 

37 it is made clear that Y’hudah played a leading part in the malicious plan to sell Yosef into 

slavery. While Reuven, the oldest brother, had endeavoured to save Yosef, hoping to return 

him to his father, Y’hudah, by way of contrast, said to his brothers, “What advantage is it to us 

if we kill our brother and cover up his blood? Come, let’s sell him to the Yishma’elim, instead 

of putting him to death with our own hands. After all, he is our brother, our own flesh.” His 
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brothers paid attention to him. So when the Midyanim, merchants, passed by, they drew and 

lifted Yosef up out of the cistern and sold him for half a pound of silver shekels to the 

Yishmaelim, who took Yosef to Egypt.” While many rabbis suggest that Y’hudah should be 

applauded for his actions in that it saved Yosef’s life, there’s another way to read this story. 

While Reuven sought to restore Yosef to his father, Y’hudah sought to profit from his 

brother’s predicament. Saving him from death sounds like mercy until you consider the death 

sentence that being sold into slavery could have been had not an impossible combination of 

circumstances miraculously elevated Yosef from rotting in Pharaoh’s prison to a position at 

Pharaoh’s side! Let’s be clear, Y’hudah was no saint. Indeed, perhaps it was this very fact that 

moved Yosef to tears when Y’hudah offered to take his brothers place? Y’hudah’s self-

sacrificial heroism was so out of character that Yosef was taken completely by surprise. Yosef 

simply could not understand why the man who years ago had cared so little for his father’s 

feelings and the life of one of Rachel’s sons, that he had sold him into slavery, now stepped 

self-sacrificially into the breach to preserve the lives of Yaakov and Binyamin. Who can really 

say for sure what had gotten into Y’hudah? Who can say for sure what motivates those who 

give their lives in self-sacrificial heroism for another? What we can say though is that, on a 

theological level at least, all acts of self-sacrifice at some level anticipate and reflect that of 

the Messiah of whom we read, “Who believes our report? To whom is the arm of ADONAI 

revealed? For before him he grew up like a young plant, like a root out of dry ground. He was 

not well-formed or especially handsome; we saw him, but his appearance did not attract us. 

People despised and avoided him, a man of pains, well acquainted with illness. Like someone 

from whom people turn their faces, he was despised; we did not value him. In fact, it was our 

diseases he bore, our pains from which he suffered; yet we regarded him as punished, 

stricken and afflicted by God. But he was wounded because of our crimes, crushed because 

of our sins; the disciplining that makes us whole fell on him, and by his bruises we are healed. 

We all, like sheep, went astray; we turned, each one, to his own way; yet ADONAI laid on him 

the guilt of all of us. Though mistreated, he was submissive - he did not open his mouth. Like 

a lamb led to be slaughtered, like a sheep silent before its shearers, he did not open his 

mouth. After forcible arrest and sentencing, he was taken away; and none of his generation 

protested his being cut off from the land of the living for the crimes of my people, who 

deserved the punishment themselves. He was given a grave among the wicked; in his death 

he was with a rich man. Although he had done no violence and had said nothing deceptive, 

yet it pleased ADONAI to crush him with illness, to see if he would present himself as a guilt 

offering. If he does, he will see his offspring; and he will prolong his days; and at his hand 

ADONAI's desire will be accomplished. After this ordeal, he will see satisfaction. "By his 

knowing [pain and sacrifice], my righteous servant makes many righteous; it is for their sins 

that he suffers. Therefore I will assign him a share with the great, he will divide the spoil with 

the mighty, for having exposed himself to death and being counted among the sinners, while 

actually bearing the sin of many and interceding for the offenders."”  

 

As Yeshayahu makes clear, the Messiah was purposed to come into this world for one 

primary purpose - to sacrifice himself for others. And not just any others! Not just his friends 
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and family, those who he knew and loved. Not just for those who might be described as 

virtuous and deserving. Not just for the good and the righteous, but, as the Scriptures also 

make clear, he was purposed to give his life for the sake of complete strangers, for those who 

were his enemies. Indeed, it is this mind-blowing magnanimity toward undeserving humanity 

that causes Rav Shaul to comment that “It is a rare event when someone gives up his life 

even for the sake of somebody righteous, although possibly for a truly good person one 

might have the courage to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us in that the Messiah 

died on our behalf while we were still sinners. Therefore, since we have now come to be 

considered righteous by means of his bloody sacrificial death, how much more will we be 

delivered through him from the anger of God’s judgment!” How remarkable! How unlikely! 

Wouldn’t you agree? And yet, when Yeshua set his face like flint to go up to Jerusalem at the 

age of thirty-three, he knew what mortal fate awaited him at journey’s end. Unlike many of 

those whom we have considered this morning Yeshua’s act of heroism wasn’t inspired in the 

moment in response to immediate circumstances, but was the considered actions of one who 

knew from an early age what his purpose in life was. As Yochanan the Immerser had foretold 

several years before when he saw Yeshua passing by, “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes 

away the sin of the world!” At any point Yeshua could have chosen the easier path. He might 

have turned away from this, his sense of destiny. Like Yonah he could have turned his back 

on the prophetic call. But, as we read, he set his face as flint. And even when, on the eve of 

execution, his body, seeking self-preservation, rebelled against his intended act, Yeshua 

remained stalwart. He said, “Yet not my will but yours be done”, refused to save himself at his 

trial, and the next afternoon he willingly took up his execution stake, taking the burden of the 

world’s sin upon his shoulders. Surely that is heroism and self-sacrifice of a kind that no one 

has ever seen before or will see ever again?!  And it is this, along with many other things too, 

that persuade us that Yeshua is the true Messiah. Unlike the Messianic pretender Shabbetai 

Zvi, who chose to convert to Islam instead of being executed, Yeshua willingly opened up his 

arms so that the nails could be driven through! As Yeshayahu made clear, self-sacrifice on 

behalf of sinners, is a mark of the Messiah, for “my righteous servant makes many righteous; 

it is for their sins that he suffers…. By his knowing [pain and sacrifice], my righteous servant 

makes many righteous; it is for their sins that he suffers. Therefore I will assign him a share 

with the great, he will divide the spoil with the mighty, for having exposed himself to death 

and being counted among the sinners, while actually bearing the sin of many and interceding 

for the offenders."”  
 


