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Chapter II: Noach (Gen. 6:9–11:32) 
 
Essay 7. The raven debates Noah 
 

עוֹרֵב לְנֹחַ, אָמַר לוֹ רַבְּ שׂוֹנְאֵנִי וְאַתָּה  הָ   צַּחַת הֵשִׁיבתְּשׁוּבָה נִ   ,לָקִישׁ  "וַיְשַׁלַּח אֶת־הָעֹרֵב" אָמַר רֵישׁפֶּרֶק י"א    סַנְהֶדְרִין

שֶׁאַתָּה שׁוֹלֵחַ מִמִּין שָׁנִים וּמַנִּיחַ   ,נְאֵנִיוְאַתָּה שׂוֹ .שֶׁאָמַר לִיקַח מִן הַטְּהוֹרִים שִׁבְעָה וּמִן הַטְּמֵאִים שְׁתַּיִם ,רַבְּ שׂוֹנְאֵנִי .שׂוֹנְאֵנִי
.    ?אִם פָּגַע בִּי שַׂר שֶׁל חַמָּה אוֹ שַׂר שֶׁל צִנָּה לאֹ יְהֵא עוֹלָם חָסֵר בְּרִיָּה  .מִמִּין שִׁבְעָה וְעוֹד אָמַר לוֹ שֶׁמָּא לְאִשְׁתִּי אַתָּה צָרִי

 '.בָּאִסּוּר לִי לאֹ כָּל שֶׁכֵּן וְכוּ ,רָשָׁע בַּמּוּתָּר לִי נֶאֱסָר לִי ,ר לוֹאָמַ 
  

Sanhedrin chapter 11 says: 

Regarding the verse: “And he sent forth the raven, which went forth to 
and fro, until the waters were dried up from the earth” (Gen. 8:7), Reish Lakish 
says: The raven [gave] a convincing response to Noah [when he ordered him to 
fly from the ark]. He said to him: Your Master [i.e., G-d] hates me, and you hate 
me. Your Master hates me, Who said to take [into the ark] from the clean 
[species] seven [pairs] and from the unclean [species] two [i.e., one pair]. And 
you hate me, as you send [me, an unclean bird] from the species of two [birds], 
and you preserve [the clean birds] from the species of seven [pairs of birds]. 

If the angel of heat or the angel of cold harms me [and kills me], will the 
world not be lacking one [species of] creature [as then my mate would be the 
only raven left in the world]? Perhaps it’s my wife that you need [as a mate, and 
that’s why you are sending me away]. 

[Noah] said to [the raven]: Wicked one! If with [the one] who is permitted 
to me, [my wife, intimacy] is forbidden to me [while we are in the ark],1 then with 
[regard to animals and birds], which are  forbidden to me, is it not all the more 
so [that they are forbidden to me]? 

- Sanhedrin 108b 
 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein. More essays are at https://www.zstorah.com 
1 Sanhedrin 108b explains that Gen. 6:18 described that Noah and his sons should enter the ark, and then Noah’s 

wife and his daughters-in-law; i.e., the men should separate from their wives on the ark. Gen. 8:16 then explains that 
Noah and his wife should emerge from the ark, and his sons and their wives; i.e., intimacy was allowed once again. 
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דוֹחֵק לוֹמַר שֶׁמֵּחֲמַת זֶה מַקְשִׁים הָעוֹלָם לָמָּה לאֹ תֵירֵץ לוֹ נֹחַ כְּלוּם עַל הַקוּשְׁיָא הָרִאשׁוֹנָה אִם פָּגַע בִּי שַׂר שֶׁל חַמָּה וְכוּ', וְ 

הָעוֹרֵב. הֵשִׁיב  נִצַּחַת  תְּשׁוּבָה  לָקִישׁ  רֵישׁ  דְּאִ   אָמַר  לְתָרֵץ  שֶׁנֹ וְנִרְאֶה  נָמֵי  הָכִי  שֶׁלְּפִי  ין  הָרִאשׁוֹנָה,  הַקוּשְׁיָא  אַף  לוֹ  תֵירֵץ  חַ 

 , וּשְׁתֵּיהֶן קוּשְׁיָא אַחַת לְבַדָּהּ  לֵיהּקָא מַקְשֵׁי    ,שִׁיוֹת וְחֲדָא מִגּוֹ חֲדָאוּשֶׁהָעוֹרֵב לאֹ יָדַע לְהַקְשׁוֹת מִשּׁוּם הָכִי הִקְשָׁה לוֹ שְׁתֵּי ק

הֲוָה יוֹדֵעַ לְהַקְשׁוֹת לאֹ הֲוָה מַקְשֵׁי לֵיהּ אֶלָּא קוּשְׁיָא אַחַת בִּלְבַד וְזוֹ הָיְתָה תְּשׁוּבָה נִצַּחַת   אֲבָל אִם  . רוּץ אֶחָד עוֹלֶה לִשְׁתֵּיהֶןיוְתֵ 

 .רוּץיבְּלִי שׁוּם תֵּ 

 

The world asks why Noah didn’t give an excuse for the first difficulty raised, “If the 

angel of heat or the angel of cold harms me.” The Gemara stresses to say that because of this 

failure of Noah to answer, Reish Lakish said, “The raven [gave] a convincing response.” 

Zera Shimshon proposes two approaches.  

Approach number 1: An apparent solution is that indeed, Noah solved even the first 

difficulty, since the raven didn’t know to properly formulate his concern. Because of this, he 

raised two difficulties with [Noah], with one leading to the other. For if you question [Noah], 

and two questions are really only one, then the solution to one serves for both. 

Approach number 2: But on the other hand, it’s possible that the two difficulties raised by 

the raven were unrelated. If [the raven] did know to properly formulate a concern, then he was 

only raising one difficulty with his comment, “If the angel of heat harms me,” and this was a 

convincing response to Noah’s command to fly, without any solution. 

 

Zera Shimshon first considers Approach number 1: 

  

עַל זֶה הָיָה יָכוֹל נֹחַ לְתָרֵץ אַדְרַבָּא וְ   .הוְהָיִינוּ דְּמִתְּחִלָּה אָמַר לוֹ הָעוֹרֵב אִם פָּגַע בִּי שַׂר שֶׁל חַמָּה וְכוּ' נִמְצָא שֶׁהָעוֹלָם חָסֵר בְּרִיָּ 

וְנִמְצָא שֶׁאוֹתוֹ    לָעוֹלָםהֶם צוֹרֵ  אִם הָיָה שׁוֹלֵחַ מִמִּין שִׁבְעָה, הָיָה אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁאִם יִפְגַּע בָּהֶם שַׂר שֶׁל חַמָּה וְכוּ' יָמוּתוּ לְפִי שֶׁאֵין בָּ 

בָל אִם יִשְׁלַח מִמִּין שְׁתַּיִם שֶׁהֵם צוֹרֵ הָעוֹלָם אִי אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁיִּפְגַּע בָּהֶם וְיַזִּיקָם שֶׁהקב"ה  אֲ .  הַמִּנְיָן שֶׁל שִׁבְעָה הָיָה חָסֵר אֶחָד

  .ם אוֹתוֹ הַמִּין בָּעוֹלָםייִשְׁמֹרָם כְּדֵי שֶׁיִּתְקַיֵּ 

 

For from the beginning, the raven said to [Noah], “If the angel of heat or the angel of 

cold harms me, will the world not be lacking one [species of] creature?” On this allegation, 

Noah could have given an excuse to the contrary, that if he would send [a bird] from the 

species of seven [pairs], it’s possible that the angel of heat [would indeed harm one bird such 

that] it would have died, for regarding them, there was no need in the world for seven pairs 

of birds, and it would be found that that species of seven [pairs] would be lacking one bird, but 

that wouldn’t matter, as even one surviving pair would be enough to repopulate the world with that 

species. But if [Noah] would send [a bird] from a species of two [birds, i.e., one pair], that 

they are needed in the world, it’s impossible for them to be hurt and damaged, for then the 

species would go extinct, so the Holy One, Blessed be He, would guard over them in order that 

this species would continue to exist in the world. 
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, כְּלוֹמַר דִּילְמָא אֵין אַתָּה חוֹשֵׁשׁ לַקִּיּוּם הָעוֹלָם כְּלָ  ג ולְהִזְדַּוֵּ ל, אֶלָּא שֶׁאַתָּה רוֹצֶה  מִשּׁוּם הָכִי הוֹסִיף שֶׁמָּא לְאִשְׁתִּי אַתָּה צָרִי
נָכְרִי חָס עַל   עָשָׂה עָקְרָה כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק אֵין מַעֲמִידִיןיג עִם אִשְׁתִּי תֵּ ו וְאִם אַתָּה תִּזְדַּוֵּ   .לְחָנִיוּעִם אִשְׁתִּי וּבִשְׁבִיל זֶה אַתָּה שׁ

ֹ יתְּעַקֵּר, וְאָז אֲפִ שֶׁלּאֹ בְּהֶמְתּוֹ  עִם כֹּל זֶה הָעוֹלָם יִהְיֶה חֲסַר בְּרִיָּה   ר לְכָאן,וֹא יַזִּיקוּנִי שַׂר שֶׁל חַמָּה אוֹ שַׂר שֶׁל צִנָּה וְאֶחְזלּוּ שֶׁלּ
  . עוֹד בַּת זוּג רְאוּיָה לְהוֹלִיד   וּמֵחֲמַת זֶה אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁשַּׂר שֶׁל חַמָּה וְכוּ' יָמִיתוּנִי לְפִי שֶׁאֵין בְּקִיּוּמִי קִיּוּם הָעוֹלָם שֶׁכְּבָר אֵין לִי  .אַחַת

, וּמֵהַטַּעַם זֶה אִי אֶפְשָׁר נָמֵי שֶׁשַּׂר שֶׁל חַמָּה   ,וְאִם כֵן  .וְנֹחַ תֵּירֵץ לוֹ רָשָׁע בַּמּוּתָּר לִי וְכוּ' אִי אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁאֲנִי אֲשַׁמֵּשׁ עִם אִשְׁתְּ
  .יִפְגַּע בְּ מִפְּנֵי קִיּוּם הָעוֹלָם וְכֵן נִרְאֶה לִי

 
Even as the raven challenged Noah with this first concern, he anticipated that Noah could 

answer as given above. Because of this, [the raven] added his second concern, “Perhaps it’s my 
wife you need,” as if to say,” perhaps you are not at all concerned about the existence of the 
world; rather, you want to marry my wife, and because of this, you are sending me away.” If 
you marry my wife, she will become barren, as it says in the second chapter of tractate Avodah 
Zarah, which begins, “One may not keep an animal in the inns of gentiles because they are 
suspected of bestiality.” The Gemara quotes Rav Tachlifa, who says that Rav Shila bar Avina says 
in the name of Rav, “A gentile spares his [own] animal [from bestiality] so that it will not 
become barren.”2 Thus, even if the angel of heat or the angel of cold don’t hurt me, and I 
return here, with all this, the world will be lacking one fertile creature, so the ravens will be 
doomed to extinction.  

Because of this, the raven added, circling back to the first concern, it’s possible that the 
angel of heat or the angel of cold will kill me, because through my existence alone there won’t 
be any existence for the ravens going forward, for I would no longer have a suitable mate who 
could give birth.  

Noah gave an excuse, Wicked one! If with [the one] who is permitted to me, [my wife, 
intimacy] is forbidden to me, then with [regard to animals and birds], which are  forbidden to me, 
is it not all the more so [that they are forbidden to me]?” If so, it’s impossible for me to make 
use of your wife, and for that reason it is also impossible for the angel of heat to harm you, 
because the existence of the world requires ravens. Zera Shimshon adds: thus it appears to me. 

 
Zera Shimshon then considers Approach number 2: 
 

ד עַל הֶבֶל וּשְׁטוּת, בָה זוֹ אֵינָהּ תְּשׁוּבָה הֲגוּנָה רַק לְפִי דְּבָרָיו שֶׁל הָעוֹרֵב שֶׁהוֹסִיף לוֹ שֶׁמָּא לְאִשְׁתִּי וְכוּ' שֶׁהוּא חָשַׁ אָמְנָם תְּשׁוּ
נִּים פַּחִים, וְאִין הֲכִי יהַכֹּל בִּידֵי שָׁמַיִם חוּץ מִצִּ   תדְּהָא אָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק ג' דִּכְּתוּבּוֹ  שֶׁאִם הָיָה יוֹדֵעַ הָאֱמֶת לאֹ הָיָה לוֹ צוֹרֵ לְזֶה,

וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי נִיחָא שַׁפִּיר דְּנָקַט דַּוְקָא שַׂר   .הָעוֹלָם  נָמֵי שֶׁהָיָה יָכוֹל לָמוּת מִפְּנֵי הַחַמָּה אוֹ הַצִנָּה אַף עַל גַּב שֶׁיֵּשׁ בּוֹ צוֹרֵ לַקִּיּוּם
אַ מִצִּינִּים פַּחִים    צּוּל,ינֶס אַחֵר, שֶׁשְּׁאָר אוֹנְסִים הֵם בִּידֵי שָׁמַיִם וּמִפְּנֵי קִיּוּם הָעוֹלָם הָיָה נִ וֹאוֹ שַׂר שֶׁל צִנָּה וְלאֹ א   שֶׁל חַמָּה

  .ב לְנֹחַ אֵין לוֹ תַּקָּנָה אִם יִפְגְּעוּ בּוֹ, וְזֶהוּ דְּאָמַר רֵישׁ לָקִישׁ תְּשׁוּבָה נִצַּחַת הֵשִׁיב הָעוֹרֵ 
 
Indeed, this theoretical first answer of Noah’s, that the raven anticipated, that G-d would 

guard over him and protect him from the angel of heat and the angel of cold, is not a genuine 
answer, according to the words of the raven, who then added to [Noah], “perhaps it’s my wife 

 
2 Avodah Zarah 22b. 
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you need.” This shows that he was suspicious of nonsense, for if he knew the truth, he would 
have no need of this “guarantee” from Noah. Thus, it says in the third chapter of tractate 
Ketubot (30a), “Isn’t it taught [in a Baraita] that everything is in the hands of Heaven except 
for [illness from] cold and heat, as it is stated: ‘Cole [and] heat are on the path of the crooked; he 
who guards his soul shall keep far from them’ (Prov. 22:5).” In other words, if there is heat, people 
can seek shade and hydrate themselves properly; if there is cold, people can dress more warmly. 
Presumably, animals can take similar precautions. Thus, G-d won’t necessarily protect people from 
their own negligence. So it is indeed possible to die because of the heat or the cold, despite the 
fact that there’s a need for [the raven’s] existence in the world.  

For this reason, it’s very nice that [the raven] took the words, “the angel of heat or 
the angel of cold” for his challenge to Noah, and not some other form of violence. For other 
types of violence are in the hands of Heaven, and because of the existence of the world, which 
requires a raven, he would be saved from other types of violence. But from heat or cold, [the 
raven] would have no remedy if they would injure him, and that is why Reish Lakish said, 
“The raven [gave] a convincing response to Noah [when he ordered him to fly from the ark].” 

 
* * * 


