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Chapter I1: Noach (Gen. 6:9-11:32)

Essay 2. The sin of Noah
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There is a Midrash on the verse, “This is the line of Noah: Noah was a righteous man;
he was blameless in his age.”

All one hundred and twenty years, Noah would plant cedars and chop
them down [for timber]. They said to him: “Why are you doing this?” He said
to them: “So said the Master of the world, that He is bringing a flood upon the
world.” They said to him: “If He brings a flood, it will come only upon the
house of that man [i.e., upon Noah himself]!”

- Gen. Rabbah 30:7
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The commentators raise a difficulty with these ideas, which have no substance. How
do they say such things, given that the people of Noah’s generation were fully aware that they
had transgressed the commandments and sinned, whereas Noah himself was a righteous
man. If so, why would a flood come upon Noah and his family?

One could say, as it is taught in the Zohar on this parasha, that Noah sinned by failing
to pray on behalf of his generation to annul the decree, as Moses later did.' Because of this,
Noah was punished, and the Flood was called by his name, as it says, “For this to Me is like
the waters of Noah.”>

’ English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://zstorah.com
! Zohar 1:67b.
2 Isaiah 54:9.




However, there is another view in the Zohar that says Moses had the merit of the
Patriarchs to rely upon, while Noah did not have anyone from whom to learn or upon whom
to rely.’ See further discussion there.
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If so, it can be suggested that Noah’s generation believed that Noah should have
prayed for them so they would not be destroyed. Now that he was not praying for them—
instead, he was building the ark to protect himself and showed no concern for whether they
would perish—they thought it would be fitting for him to die alone while the rest of the world
would be saved. This is similar to Mordechai’s message to Esther, “If you keep silent at this
time, relief and deliverance will come to the Jews from another quarter, while you and your father’s
house will perish.”*

It is also said, “At the time that the community is in distress, a person should not say,
“I will go to my home and I will eat and drink, and peace be upon you, my soul.” If he does so,
he will not see the consolation of the community.’
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This is all the more so in this case, where Noah could have prayed but did not. This is
similar to someone who could protest wrongdoing but does not do so, as they are then held
accountable for the actions of their city.

Likewise, we find, in Makkot 11a, that the High Priest, who did not pray for his
generation, was endangered. That is, the High Priest should have prayed that no involuntary
manslaughter should occur. Someone who accidentally killed another could flee to a city of refuge,
where he would be safe from the relatives of the deceased, and he would have to remain there until
the High Priest died. This is why the mothers of the priests would provide food and clothing
for those who had fled to cities of refuge, so they would pray for the lives of their sons, instead
of praying for the High Priest to die. Why would a prayer against the life of the High Priest be
effective? Because of his own share of the blame for the involuntary manslaughter, for not having
prayed for the generation. Thus it is said there in the Gemara, according to one interpretation.

3 Zohar 1:68a.
4 Esther 4:14.
> Ta’anit 11a.



Therefore, [Noah’s generation] responded to him, saying, “If He brings a flood, it will
come only upon the house of that man [i.e., Noah himself],” implying that Noah’s lack of prayer
for his generation made him responsible for any punishment that might occur.
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However, it is still difficult to understand why Noah indeed did not pray for the people
of his generation. Even if he did not have the merit of the Patriarchs to rely upon, this is not
a sufficient excuse, as he still should have prayed regardless. If his prayer would not be
accepted, then he would not bear any sin or guilt for their fate, which is not the case now that
he didn’t pray at all.

This is similar to what is said in tractate Berachot 10a, where Isaiah told Hezekiah that
he was being punished because he didn’t marry. Hezekiah responded that he avoided this because
he foresaw that his offspring would be wicked. Isaiah answered, “What you are commanded to
do, you must do; and what the Holy One, Blessed be He, wishes to do, He will do.”
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It can be said, as is brought in Bereishit Rabbah (26:10) on the verse, “that the sons of
G-d saw the daughters of men that they were fair; and they took them wives, whomsoever they
chose.”® The Midrash there says that the Holy One, Blessed be He, is patient with all sins,
except for sexual immorality. It’s possible that because of this, Noah did not pray for them,
because the main purpose of prayer is to appeal to the Holy One, Blessed be He, that He
should remember mercies, even when the measure [of sin] is full. For this sin of sexual
immorality, He does not want to be patient, and there’s no place for prayer at all.

Moreover, the people of Noah’s generation were also guilty of robbery, which is a sin
between individuals, and prayer does not help with such sins. Thus, Noah refrained from
praying on their behalf.

% Gen. 6:2.



03 72" I oy i1 nivIaws 9K nvND 23023 87 A X2 AYRT "D NNT 01 n3" P09 vYD NI A7 WA
J'TI0IRA NIV Wy 0037 03" PIosd Ao o) 1m0 ag? W Wp m1 10 "Ry Akpn Cpyaw 12" 1) ™D NNt
2Y DR DR 7R 7"3p0 2197 DTN WK, "0RWn Ay X2 pINGY 0dWI" 10D 2Y WITND ROORT M2 U
X7 12 DX X227 7R WR 2% 2121 X020 0K OK 20 DY 9120 Rpw .02ivh 912n X02n nAR PRY AYaY) ,aviaws

5oy yIay o7 DRYY

In this context, we can understand the verse, “For this to Me is like the waters of
Noah.” For it is very difficult why Scripture saw fit to connect these oaths with each other,
“For this to Me is like the waters of Noah: As | swore that the waters of Noah
would nevermore flood the earth, so I swore that I will not be angry with you or rebuke you.”

Also, what is the connection between [these two oaths] and the end of the thought, as
presented in the next verse, “For the mountains may move and the hills be shaken, but My
kindness shall never move from you, and My covenant of peace shall not be shaken—said the
L-rd, Who takes you back in love.”” It can be said what is brought in a Midrash on the verse,
“Shall not the Judge of all the earth deal justly?”®

Abraham said before the Holy One, Blessed be He, “Are You seeking to
evade Your oath? You swore that You would not bring a flood of water to the
world. Perhaps You will not bring a flood of water, but You will bring a flood
of fire? If so, You have not fulfilled your oath.”

- Gen. Rabbah 49:9
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Regarding the oath that the Holy One, Blessed be He, swore to the Patriarchs not to
destroy Israel, one might argue that this oath is meaningless when Israel becomes wicked,
G-d forbid. This is because the oath was not made with such a scenario in mind. Indeed,
when Israel made the Golden Calf, the Holy One, Blessed be He, would have wanted to
destroy them, if not for the sanctification of His Name, i.c., “Why should the Egyptians say,
‘It was with evil intent that he delivered them, only to kill them off in the mountains and annihilate
them from the face of the earth.” ””°

7 Isaiah 54:10.
8 Gen. 18:25.
% Ex. 32:12.
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Therefore, to counter this possibility, the verse states, “For this to Me is like the waters
of Noah: As I swore that the waters of Noah nevermore would flood the earth.” This is saying,
just as in the oath regarding the Flood, although I only said “the waters of Noah”—which
specifically means water—I am nevertheless unable to bring a flood of fire because that
would be seen as violating the oath.

So too, regarding the second oath, “I swore not to be angry with you,” that means “it is
impossible for Me to avoid [the oath]| by saying that I only swore it to apply when they were
not completely wicked.” That too would be seen as violating the oath.

As far as Him wanting to destroy them at the time of the making of the Golden Calf,
it is because He was already planning to instead establish the nation through Moses, who was
also descended from the Patriarchs.!” But Moses reminded G-d of His oath to the Patriarchs to
make them a great nation that would inherit the Land of Israel.!!

In this way, these two oaths of [saiah 54:9, are connected. G-d doesn’t want to be accused
of finding loopholes for His oaths: He won’t bring fire instead of water, and he won’t (completely)
destroy the people because they are wicked.
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You might say, but at a different time, is it possible that He’ll do that, to destroy Israel,
G-d forbid, and to leave only a single righteous person, since that person is also a descendant
of the Patriarchs? It can be said to that question that this is impossible, that when the Holy
One, Blessed be He, told Moses, “Now, let Me be, that My anger may blaze forth against them
and that I may destroy them, and make of you a great nation,”'? Moses said, “Remember Your
servants, Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, how You swore to them by Yourself and said to them: I will
make your offspring as numerous as the stars of heaven, and I will give to your offspring this whole
land of which I spoke, to possess forever.”!?

What was Moses’ difficulty with G-d’s proposal and why did he need to give this
answer? For even if [G-d] had fulfilled His words “Now, let Me be,” it would have been fine,

10 Ex. 32:11.
1 Ex. 32:12-14.
12 Ex. 32:11.
13 Ex. 32:13.



that He had remembered the covenant with the Patriarchs, for Moses was a descendant of
theirs.
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Rather, we must certainly say that Moses’ intent was to argue before the Holy One,
Blessed be He, that [by choosing to spare only him], [G-d] would not truly fulfill His oath to
the Patriarchs, that it would be a dishonor to the Patriarchs of the world if their merit alone
did not suffice and had to be supplemented by the merit of someone else. This is as the
commentators interpreted on the statement:

Rabbi Elazar said: Moses said before the Holy One, Blessed be He: Master
of the Universe, if a chair with three legs [i.c., the collective merit of the three
forefathers], is unable to stand before You in Your moment of wrath, all the more
so a chair with one leg [i.e., my merit alone, would be unable to withstand Your
wrath].

- Berachot 32a
If [G-d] had done so, it would indeed appear as if He were attempting to sidestep the oath.
For the Patriarchs hadn’t accepted the oath with this thinking, and now, just as in that
instance [G-d] turned back from destroying Israel, so too He will always uphold the oath.
See more, at length, on this Midrash, further, in Chapter IV, parashat Vayeira (Essay 10).
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However, one could still raise the question that the oath regarding the Flood was only
valid until the end of the ordained lifespan of the earth, as implied by the verse, “So long as
the earth endures, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night shall
not cease.”'* That means the days decreed for it from the time of Creation. It is not an eternal
oath, for in the future, the world will still revert to be “unformed and void.”'> As it is said in
the Midrash on the above verse:

14 Gen. 8:22.
15 Gen. 1:2.



Rabbi Acha said: What do the descendants of Noah believe? That the
covenant made with them will last forever? This is what I said to them, “So
long as the earth endures,” [meaning] as long as the day and night exist, their
covenant exists. When there will come a day for which it is written, “but there
shall be a continuous day—only the L-rd knows when—of neither day nor
night,”!® then there will no longer be the covenant of the oath.

- Gen. Rabbah 34:11
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Similarly, we might have erred regarding the oath to the Patriarchs, that it would not
last forever, but only as long as the merit of the Patriarchs endures. This is as it is said in the
5t chapter of tractate Shabbat, “From when did the merit of the Patriarchs cease? In the days
of Hezekiah, or in the days of Elijah.”'” For this reason, the verse adds, “For the mountains
may move and the hills be shaken, but My kindness shall never move from you, and My covenant
of peace shall not be shaken—said the L-rd, Who takes you back in love.”

Here, as will be explained below, “mountains” symbolizes the Patriarchs, and “hills”
represents the Matriarchs, meaning that even if the merit of the Patriarchs were to end, the
kindness of the Holy One, Blessed be He, would be with us. This is as the Tosafot wrote there
in Shabbat 55a, that although the merit of the Patriarchs may end, the covenant with the
Patriarchs does not end. This is the meaning of “My covenant of peace shall not be shaken.”

Thus it is written in the Midrash on the verse “And I will remember My covenant with
Jacob.”!®

Rabbi Yudan said in the name of Rabbi Berechya: If you see that the merit
of the Patriarchs and Matriarchs has failed, go and cleave to acts of kindness.
That is what is written: “For the mountains may move and the hills be
shaken.” The mountains are the Patriarchs and the hills are the Matriarchs,
and afterward, it is written: “My kindness shall never move from you.”

- Lev. Rabbah 36:6

16 Zech. 14:7.
17 Shabbat 55a.
18] ev. 26:42.



