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Annual: Genesis 6:9 – 11:32

Triennial Cycle: Genesis 8:15 – 10:32

Haftarah: Isaiah 54:1 – 55:5

Click here for links to resources.


This Week’s Torah Reading

I.  Summary: The world that God had created had become corrupted beyond redemption by humankind’s sins.  God decides to destroy everything on earth and begin again with one man, Noah, and his family.  Obeying God’s command without question, Noah builds an ark and survives the flood.  God shows Noah the rainbow, a sign of God’s covenant and commitment: “Never again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of a flood, and never again shall there be a flood to destroy the earth.” (9:11)

Noah emerges from the ark – and plants, of all things, a vineyard!  He drinks in excess and becomes inebriated.  His son Ham sees his father lying naked in his tent and, rather than covering him up, reports this incident to his brothers Shem and Japheth, who are more discreet and respectful toward their father: “Shem and Japheth took a cloth, placed it against both their backs and, walking backwards, covered their father’s nakedness.” (9:23)

One senses that originally there was more to the story than what we have here, that Ham (or Canaan) did something more reprehensible than look at Noah’s nakedness.  But the Sages find more lessons about filial respect in the story as we have it, teaching that it is disrespectful for young people to see their parents or teachers unclothed, unless they need help bathing.  We lose a great deal if we come to see our parent or teacher as just another person.  The Sages understood the Torah’s description of Ham as Noah’s smallest child, not because he was the youngest or shortest but because he was smallest in moral stature.

Why was Canaan punished for his father Ham’s sin?  The Torah views the family as a corporate unit, so that punishing one is punishing all.  Furthermore, because Ham’s offense was a lack of respect for his father, a fitting punishment would be having a son who reflected badly on him. (Etz Hayim)

Chapter 10 lists the descendants of Noah’s three sons.  Chapter 11 contains the story of the Tower of Babel and ends with a family tree, the ten generations from Shem to Abraham, about whom we will read next week.

II. Commentary

A.  Last week I compared and contrasted the Torah’s account of Creation with other stories of Creation from Mesopotamia.  This week I will offer a comparison and contrast of stories about the Great Flood.
The Melton Research Center of the Jewish Theological Seminary of America published a student’s guide to Genesis.  This is how the student guide speaks about the stories of the Flood. 

Similarities and Differences 
It is the differences between the Torah's story of Noah and the other ancient flood stories that teach us important lessons.  But first, let us look briefly at some striking things the stories have in common so that later we may better understand the distinctive teaching of the Torah.

1. The Vessel: All the heroes are given exact directions about what they should build. They are given dimensions, told what materials to use and whom to put into their vessel. All use pitch to seal the boat.... But Noah alone depends on God to care for his tevah. All the others have navigators or are given navigation instructions. 

2. 
The Flood:  In all the traditions man and beast are exterminated.

1. When the Waters Abated: In all the stories the boat rested on top of a mountain and birds are sent out to test the water-level on the earth below.

4. 
Leaving the Vessel: Upon disembarking, the heroes offer sacrifices to the gods or to God.

5.
The New Start: When the destruction is over, the world starts anew. As a symbol of the re-creation, all the stores begin a new genealogy. All of them state that human beings were again created, or were born. In the Torah, God's covenant with Noah is followed by a list of Noah's offspring. The pagan stories contain new lists of kings. Only the Torah, however, promises that mankind will not be destroyed by another flood.

The Biblical-Mesopotamian Contrasts

1. 
God Is Not Within Nature: In the Mesopotamian flood story the decision of one god to destroy all of mankind is blocked by another who manages to reveal the secrets of the gods to man. Once the floods started, the gods were terror-stricken at the forces they themselves had let loose. They "were frightened by the deluge." They "cowered like dogs crouched against the outer wall."

In direct contrast, God in the Torah is independent of nature and His will is sovereign.   The Torah stresses this idea in many ways.   

Most effective is the almost complete lack of any human initiative and the unbroken silence of Noah. The world had corrupted itself “before God.” God decided to punish man. God resolved to save Noah because Noah “walked with God.” God openly revealed His intentions to Noah and He commanded, not advised, Noah to build an ark. He gave him precise and detailed instructions as to the manner of its construction and the nature of the cargo to be taken aboard.  The writer was careful to point out that “Noah did so; just as God commanded him so he did.' God predetermined the exact date for the commencement of the deluge and the extent of its duration. He told Noah when to board the ark and, after the flood was over, gave specific orders for disembarkation. It is God who shut Noah in the ark, whereas in the Mesopotamian versions this act is performed by the hero himself. The flood-waters do not cease of their own account, but only because “God remembered Noah and all the beasts and all the cattle that were with him in the ark, and God caused a wind to blow across the earth and the waters subsided.” (8.1)

      

Highly significant is the fact that Utnapishtim built a ship and employed a boatman to navigate it. In contrast, the Bible speaks of an ark, a chest-like vessel having neither rudder, nor sail, nor any other navigational aid, and not requiring the services a crew.  (From Understanding Genesis by Nahum M. Sarna)

2.
The Flood Is A Punishment for Man's Evil: The Torah clearly states the reason for the Flood. The earth was filled with hamas.
      

The Lord saw how great was man's wickedness on earth, and how every plan devised by his mind was nothing but evil all the time…. The earth became corrupt before God; the earth was filled with injustice. When God saw how corrupt the earth was, for all flesh had corrupted its ways on earth. God said to Noah, "I have decided to put an end to all flesh, for the earth is filled with lawlessness because of them…." (6:5)

      

In the non-biblical accounts the reason for the flood is not clearly given. One of the stories may be understood as having a moral element in it. The others, however, do not show any concern with the reason.

      

The story of the Flood, therefore, is of great importance in the history of religion.

"The idea that human sinfulness finds its expression in the state of society, and that God holds men and society accountable for their misdeeds, is revolutionary in the ancient world." (Sarna, op.cit.)

B. How Righteous Was Noah? This is how the Torah describes Noah: This is the line of Noah. “Noah was a righteous man; he was blameless in his age; Noah walked with God.”  The words “in his age” seem to be superfluous.  What purpose do they serve?  That is the jumping-off point of the following discussion, found in the Midrash:

Rabbi Judah said: "Only in his generation was he a righteous man. [By comparison] had he lived in the generation of Moses and Samuel, he would not have been called righteous."  Rabbi Nehemiah said: "If he was righteous even in his generation, how much more so [had he lived] in the age of Moses."

From the Melton Research Center’s Student Guide: “It looks like the two Rabbis are arguing about whether Noah was more or less a tzaddik.  But this argument is only surface appearance. Really, they are teaching ideas which [the verse] suggests to them. They do this teaching in the form of an answer to the question that any reader may put to the Torah, namely, ‘Why is the Torah wasting words? We've learned,’ the reader will say, ‘that the Torah does not use unnecessary words. Yet here we find the phrase "in his generation. These words are not needed. Anyone can understand what Noah was from the words tzaddik who walked with God.’

“Rabbi Judah's comment reminds us that a person has not necessarily done his best if he is as good as his neighbors or even better than they are. Rabbi Judah does this by pointing to Moses and Samuel who were great religious men. Had Noah lived among men like them, he would not have been called tzaddik, but rather some other less honorable adjective. This is the thought Rabbi Judah attaches to ‘in his generation.’

      

“Rabbi Nehemiah directs us to a different idea, namely, it is more difficult to be a tzaddik among evil men than among righteous men. Noah was a tzaddik even among evil men of his generation. This is the meaning which the extra words suggest to Rabbi Nehemiah.

      

“It may surprise you that the Rabbis seem to clash so directly about understanding Noah's character. As we said before, however, they are really not disagreeing. They are using this opportunity to give us more ideas to guide our behavior.

      

“Rabbi Judah is saying, ‘Don't be satisfied with yourself when you compare your behavior to those around you and you appear to be great. They may not be setting a good standard…. Is that the best you can do? Isn't there someone you can compare yourself to who presents a real challenge?’

“Rabbi Nehemiah is saying, ‘When you're trying to be decent among people who aren't good, you will discover it is not easy. …[I]t's pretty hard not to “go along.’ They call you names and even hurt you. And sometimes they leave you without a friend. Therefore, in such a situation prepare yourself for a rocky road and don't be too harsh a judge of others.’”

♥  ♥  ♥

May God grant us a life in which our hearts’ desires for goodness will be fulfilled.  May God bless us all until we meet again
Rabbi Howard Gorin, Rockville, MD

Resources:

(1) A luach (Hebrew calendar) for November can be found at http://rabbihowardgorin.org/11.05.htm
(2) To find commentary on this week’s reading: http://rabbihowardgorin.org/DvarTorah.htm#Internet
(3) For archived issues of Shalom Africa: http://rabbihowardgorin.org/ShalomAfricaArchive.htm
(4) Candlelighting times (November 4): Nairobi: 18:03          Aba: 17:54          Abuja: 17:50          Lagos: 18:08          

          Owerri: 17:55          Port Harcourt: 17:55          Uyo: 17:52          Mbale: 18:11






