)

el
b
N> )

-

There are few personalities in the Torah
as difficult to define as Noach. The Torah
calls him:
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Noach was a righteous man; he was
wholehearted in his generation.!

And yet, Chazal famously compare Noah
with Avraham and seem to suggest that
Noach did not reach the level of great-
ness that Avraham achieved. Was Noach a
great tzaddik who simply lived in a terrible
generation? Was there something missing
from his greatness?

Rabbi Yaakov Kamenetsky? offers an
insightful approach to this question.
Instead of asking, “Why wasn't Noach more
like Avraham?” Rabbi Yaakov asks us to

1. Bereshit 6:9
2. Rabbi Yaakov Kamenetsky, Emet L’Yaakov
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appreciate the possibility that Noach had
an entirely different mission.

The Midrash makes a remarkable
statement:
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Rabbi Simon said: We find that Hashem
acts kindly toward later generations in
the merit of earlier generations. And from
where do we know that Hashem acts kind-
ly toward earlier generations in the merit
of later generations? ‘Noach found favor in
the eyes of Hashem’, in whose merit? In the
merit of his descendants.?

At first glance, this is difficult. How could
Noach be saved because of his children?
His children were not yet the great figures
they would eventually become. The Torah
itself makes clear that Hashem's instruc-
tions regarding the Ark were given to
Noach. What does the Midrash mean?

Rabbi Yaakov Kamenetsky explains that
the Midrash is revealing something pro-
found about Noach's greatness. Chazal*

3. Bereshit Raba 29:5
4. Bereshit Raba 30:9
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Noach was righteous in his generation;
had he lived in the generation of Moshe or
Shmuel, he would not have been considered
righteous.

Rabbi Nechemiah disagrees: ox N1
IX NYN YY 11172 120 IR P78 M2 PRI
1121 11 NNR Yy YXMY SY 19772 - If he was
righteous in his generation, how much more
so would he have been righteous in the gen-
eration of Moshe or Shmuel.

Rabbi Nechemiah then gives a remark-
able metaphor: ,)in079% ¢ NNIYYY YYn
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It is like a sealed flask of perfume lying in
a cemetery, yet its fragrance still spreads.
If it had been outside the cemetery, how
much more so would its fragrance have
spread.

Rabbi Nechemiah is not criticizing
Noach. He is defending him. The genera-
tion of the Mabul was not merely a gen-
eration with a few bad people. The entire
environment had become corrupt. The
Torah says: X2nm ©°P5KD 2107 ¥ IND DNYM
onn ¥x). The earth had become corrupt
before God, and the earth was filled with
violence.’

Noach was living in what Rabbi Neche-
miah compares to a cemetery. What did
he do? He sealed himself. He protected his
family. He built a spiritual environment in
which his family could survive. That may
not have been the mission of Avraham.
But perhaps it was exactly the mission of

Noach.

The Midrash interprets another pasuk in
Mishlei: 02992 £ YN ,T0E° DYYYY N2
The house of the wicked will be destroyed,
but the tent of the upright will flourish. ¢
The Midrash explains: 0t T’ D'yYy N°a
N N} 0”192 O9Y? HN) .91anD 997. The house
of the wicked will be destroyed, this refers
to the generation of the Mabul. The tent
of the upright will flourish: this refers to
Noach. Why specifically a tent? Noach's
greatness was that he protected his tent.
He understood that the world outside had
become spiritually toxic. His task was not
necessarily to transform that world. His
task was to make certain that the world did
not transform his family.

That is a form of greatness that we some-
times underestimate. We tend to measure
influence by how many people we reach.
Rabbi Yaakov Kamenetsky teaches that
there are times when the greatest influence
is exercised inside the home. Noach could
not save the generation. But he saved his
family. From that family came Shem. From
Shem came the Beit Midrash of Shem and
Ever. From that Beit Midrash came Yaakov
Avinu.

Rabbi Yaakov Kamenetsky consistently
uses this explanation to answer another
famous question. Yaakov is sent to Haran.
His parents tell him to go to the house of
Lavan. Yet before he gets there, Yaakov
spends fourteen years studying in the Beit
Midrash of Shem and Ever. Why the detour?
Yaakov had already learned Torah for

5. Bereshit 6:11

6. Mishle 14:11
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decades from Yitzhak. Why did he suddenly
need another fourteen years of Torah?

Rabbi Yaakov Kamenetsky answers that
Yaakov needed a different kind of Torah.
Until now, Yaakov had grown up surround-
ed by tzaddikim. His grandfather was Avra-
ham. His father was Yitzhak. His mother
was Rivkah. He had lived in an environ-
ment saturated with holiness. Suddenly
everything was changing. Yaakov was
going to Lavan. He was entering a world
of deception, dishonesty, manipulation,
and spiritual hostility. He needed to learn
something he had never needed before:
How do you remain a Jew when the envi-
ronment around you is not Jewish? How
do you remain honest when everyone else
is dishonest? How do you remain faithful
when the people around you do not share
your values? How do you maintain your
identity without allowing the environment
to redefine you?

That was the Torah of Shem and Ever.
Where did Shem learn it? From Noach.
Shem had been raised in the generation
of the Mabul. Ever had been raised in the
generation of the Dor Haflagah. They had
learned how to remain righteous in HOS-
TILE environments. Yaakov needed pre-
cisely that Torah.

This also explains a remarkable com-
ment of Rashi. When Yaakov later teaches
Yosef, Rashi tells us that Yaakov transmit-
ted to Yosef the Torah he had learned in the
Beit Midrash of Shem and Ever.” Why only
to Yosef? Because Yosef was about to enter
a world even more foreign than the world
Yaakov had encountered. Yosef was going

7. Bereshit 37:3
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to Egypt. He would be completely alone in
a foreign land without a spiritual support
system. He would be surrounded by a cul-
ture whose values were radically different
from his own. He needed the Torah of
Shem and Ever.

That is the greatness of Noach. Noach did
not have a community reinforcing his val-
ues. He was surrounded by a spiritual cem-
etery. Nevertheless, he remained Noach
and he made sure that his family remained
part of that same world.

Avraham was the great outward-facing
tzaddik. His greatness was measured by
how many people he could bring closer to
Hashem. Noach was the great inward-fac-
ing tzaddik. His greatness was measured by
whether he could preserve holiness in an
environment that was trying to destroy it.
Both are necessary. There are times when
we have to go out into the world and influ-
ence it. Yet, there are times when we have
to recognize that the world is influencing
us and we need to protect ourselves.The
wisdom lies in knowing which moment we
are living in.

The Torah tells us that Noach built a tei-
vah. We usually think of the teivah as the
vehicle that saved Noah from the Mabul.
Perhaps there is another way to under-
stand it. The teivah was not merely a boat.
It was a protected environment. Outside
was chaos. Inside was Torah, family,
responsibility, and the preservation of life.
There are times when every Jewish home
needs its own teivah. We cannot always
control what happens outside our homes.
We cannot determine what our children
will see, what society will value, or what



messages will surround them. But we can
determine what happens inside our tent.
What do our children hear? What do they
see us value? What happens on Shabbat?
How do we speak about other people? How
do we respond when someone needs help?
What role does Torah play in our lives?
Do our children see Judaism as something
we merely practice, or as the framework
through which we live? That is the chal-
lenge of Noach.

This explains why the Midrash claims
that Noach was saved in the merit of his
children. The Midrash is telling us that the
way a person builds his home becomes
part of his own zehut (merit). The children
are not merely the recipients of a parent's
values. They become the parent's legacy.
A person may not be able to change the
entire world, but he can change a home. A
home can change a family and a family can
change generations. Shem learned from
Noah. Yaakov learned from Shem. Yosef
learned from Yaakov. Through Yosef, the
Jewish people survived Egypt.

Before we can influence the world, we
must make sure that we have built a strong
foundation in our homes. Noach teaches us
that saving a family is not a small form of
leadership. Sometimes the greatest thing a
person can do for the future of Klal Yisrael
is to build a home in which the future can
survive.
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