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"Noah was a righteous man, faultless in his generation. Noah walked with G-d" 

 

 

Noah is one of the most tantalising figures in the Torah, and nowhere is this more evident than in the first 

and last glimpses we catch of him in the sedra that bears his name. The opening is full of expectation: 

 

Noah was a righteous man, faultless in his generation. Noah walked with G-d (6:9) 

No one else in the Torah receives such accolades: not Abraham, Isaac or Jacob, not Joseph or Moses or 

Joshua. Yet the last scene of his life is full of pathos: 

 

 

Noah began to be a man of the soil, and he planted a vineyard. When he drank some of its wine, 

he became drunk and lay uncovered in his tent. Ham, the father of Canaan, saw his father's 

nakedness and told his two brothers outside. But Shem and Japheth took a garment and laid it 

across their shoulders; then they walked in backwards and covered their father's nakedness. Their 

faces were turned the other way so that they would not see their father's nakedness. (9:20-23). 

 

 

The decorousness of Shem and Japheth's behaviour cannot hide from us the embarrassment they felt at 

knowing that their father - the sole human being worthy of rescue during the flood - had become a 

drunkard. How had a man so great fallen so low? That is the question to which the sages of the midrash 

sought an answer. There are many comments, but one is surpassing in its sharpness: 

 

 

Once the waters had abated, Noah should have left the ark. However, Noah said to himself, "I 

entered with G-d's permission, as it says, 'Go into the ark' (7:1). Shall I now leave without 

permission? The Holy One, blessed be He, said to him, 'Is it permission, then, that you are 

seeking? Very well, then, here is permission,' as it is said 'Come out of the ark.'" 

 

 

Rabbi Yehudah bar Ilai said: If I had been there I would have broken down the ark and taken myself out. 

(Tanhuma, Buber, Noach, 13-14) 

 

To understand this midrash one has to read the story of the Flood carefully, with an ear to the pace of the 

narrative. The story begins rapidly. G-d announces the imminent destruction of life on earth. He orders 

Noah to build an ark, specifying its precise measurements. Details follow as to what he must bring with 

him - his family, two (or in the case of pure animals, seven) of all the species of life, and provisions. The 

rain comes; the earth is flooded; Noah and those with him are the sole survivors. The rain ceases and the 

water abates. We expect to read next that Noah emerges. Instead the narrative slows down and for 

fourteen verses almost nothing happens. The water recedes. The ark comes to rest. Noah opens a window 

and sends out a raven. Then he sends out a dove. He waits seven days and sends it out again. It returns 

with an olive leaf. Another seven days pass. He sends the dove a third time. This time it does not return, 

but Noah still does not step out onto dry land. Eventually G-d himself says, 'Come out of the ark.' Only 



then does Noah do so. The Midrash is quite unmistakable in its note of exasperation. When it comes to 

rebuilding a shattered world, you do not wait for permission. 

 

What does Noah say to G-d when the decree is issued that the world is about to perish? What does he say 

when he is told to make an ark to save himself and his family? What does he say as the rain begins to fall? 

The answer is: nothing. During the whole sequence of events, Noah is not reported as saying a single 

word. Instead we read, four times, of his silent obedience: "Noah did everything just as G-d had 

commanded him" (6:22). "And Noah did all that the Lord had commanded him" (7:5). He brought pairs 

of animals into the ark "as G-d had commanded Noah" (7:9, 16). Noah is the paradigm of biblical 

obedience. He does as he is commanded. What his story tells us is that obedience is not enough. 

 

This is an extraordinary phenomenon. It is reasonable to assume that in the life of faith, obedience is 

the highest virtue. In Judaism it is not. One of the strangest features of biblical Hebrew is that - 

despite the fact that the Torah contains 613 commands - there is no word for 'obey.' Instead the 

verb the Torah uses is shema/lishmoa, 'to listen, hear, attend, understand, internalise, respond.' So 

distinctive is this word that, in effect, the King James Bible had to invent an English equivalent, the 

word 'hearken.' Nowadays the word has gone out of circulation, and there is no precise translation. 

Equally, modern Hebrew had to invent a word to mean pure, unquestioning obedience. It chose 

letzayet - not lishmoa which means something else, reflective response. In Judaism, G-d does not 

command blind obedience. Ein haKadosh Barukh Hub ba be-tirunyiah im beriyotav; 'G-d does not 

deal despotically with His creatures' (Avodah Zarah 3a). If He sought no more than mindless 

submission to the Divine will, He would have created robots, machines, or genetically programmed 

people who responded automatically to commands as dogs to Pavlov's bell. G-d wants us to be 

mature, deliberative, to do His will because we understand or because we trust Him when we do not 

understand. He seeks from us something other and greater than obedience, namely responsibility. 

 

Intuitively, the sages understood that the hero of faith was not Noah but Abraham - Abraham who fought 

a war to rescue his nephew, who prayed for the people of the plain even though he knew they were 

wicked; Abraham who challenged heaven itself in words unrivalled in the history of the human encounter 

with G-d: "Shall the judge of all the earth not do justice?" What might an Abraham not have said when 

confronted with the possibility of a flood. "What of there are fifty righteous people? What if there are ten? 

Far be it from You to do such a thing - to kill the righteous with the wicked, treating the righteous and the 

wicked alike." Abraham might have saved the world. Noah saved only himself and his family. Abraham 

might have failed, but Noah - at least on the evidence of the text - did not even try (to be sure, there are 

midrashic traditions that he did try, but most prefer to accept that he did not). Noah's end - drunk, 

dishevelled, an embarrassment to his children - eloquently tells us that if you save yourself while doing 

nothing to save the world, you do not even save yourself. Noah could not live with the guilt of survival. 

 

The difference between Noah and Abraham is eloquently summarised by the midrashic comment of 

Rabbi Yehudah:  

 

"Noah walked with G-d." The meaning of this phrase can be understood by a parable. A king had two 

sons, one grown up, the other a child. To the child, he said: Walk with me. But to the adult son he said: 

Walk before me. So it was that to Abraham, G-d said: "Because you are wholehearted, walk before Me" 

(Bereishith 17:1). But of Noah, the Torah says that he "walked with G-d." (Bereishith Rabbah 30:10) 

It takes courage to rebuild a shattered world. That was the courage shown by those who built and fought 

for the State of Israel in the years after the Holocaust. It was the same kind of courage that led the handful 

of survivors from the East European yeshivot and Hassidic groups, to reconstruct their devastated worlds 

of learning and piety in Israel, the United States and elsewhere. They were different kinds of people but 

they shared that intuitive knowledge that Noah lacked: that when it comes to rebuilding the ruins of 



catastrophe, you do not wait for permission. You take the risk and walk ahead. Faith is more than 

obedience. It is the courage to create. 

 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

On Faith, Language and Co-existence 

 

Faiths are like languages. There are many of them, and they are not reducible to one another. In order to 

express myself at all, I must acquire a mastery of my own language. If I have no language, I will still have 

feelings but I will be utterly inarticulate in communicating them. The language into which I am born, 

which I learn from my parents and my immediate environment, is where I learn self-expression. It is a 

crucial, perhaps even an essential, part of who I am. But as I venture out into the world I discover that 

there are other people who have different languages which I must learn if we are to communicate across 

borders. 

 

A faith is like a language. I am at home in my own language as I am at home in my own faith. True 

conversions are rare. But I am not compromised by the existence of other languages. To the contrary, the 

more languages I can speak, the more I can communicate with others and the more I am enriched by their 

experience. To believe that our faith is the only religious reality there is, is rather like the old-fashioned 

British tourist who believed that you could communicate with the Spanish by speaking English very 

slowly and very loudly. After Babel, the religious reality, like the linguistic reality, is inescapably plural. 

 

In recent years we have become conscious of global ecology. Environmental thinking has made us aware 

of the inter-connectedness of our actions. The destruction of a rain-forest in one part of the world can 

affect the climate in another. So it is with our social ecology. Once, religions and cultures could live for 

the most part at a safe remove from one another, as if each was an island entire of itself. Today there is no 

safe remove. Walk down a modern city street, and you will pass people of a dozen different cultures and 

languages. Our economy and politics are affected by the actions of a hundred different countries. Our 

very survival depends on the decisions of several powers not to use nuclear or chemical weapons. 

International terrorism may suddenly involve us in someone else's argument thousands of miles away. 

Our interconnectedness has become tangible. Modernity has cast the wholly other directly into our lives. 

 

Judaism long ago recognised the significance of social ecology. It formulated the idea of darkhei shalom, 

'the ways of peace'. It took this not as a pious sentiment, but as a significant factor in Jewish law. Darkhei. 

shalom asserts that the basic duties that I owe to the members of my faith community, I owe to those 

outside it as well - not because we share a faith but because we share an environment, a society, and we 

must be able to live together if we are to be able to live at all. Faith sometimes demands radical and 

uncompromising action. But darkhei shalom tells me that I must exercise restraint and moderation if I am 

not to destroy the social environment in which I live along with those who have different faith. Darkhei 

shalom is an ecological principle that tells us that we live in a world of complex interdependencies, and 

we must exercise self-restraint in order to preserve that world.  

 

These ideas are undergirded by the most fundamental proposition of all. Before there were religions, even 

before there were human beings G-d pronounced the still awesome truth of the human situation: 'Let 

make man in our own image, after our likeness' (Genesis 1:26), On this the sages of the Mishnah 

delivered the following commentary: When human beings make things in a single image, they are all 

alike. G-d makes humanity in a single image, yet each of us is unique. 

 

A faith built on the Hebrew Bible must come to terms with the stunning implications of that remark. We 

have great difficulty in recognising integrity - indeed the sanctity - of those who are not in our image, who 



faith and traditions and culture and language are not like ours. Nonetheless, we are told, and must struggle 

to see, that the wholly other, he or she who is not in our image, is yet in G-d's image. 

 

A Jew, through his or her commitment to Judaism, is led outward to the realities of a multifaith world. If 

we are to co-exist in a world of rising religious intolerance, we shall have to find an interfaith imperative 

that speaks not only with a still small voice, but also out of the heart of the whirlwind.  

 

(From "Faith in the Future" - published by Darton, Longman & Todd 1995 - P.79-81) 


