RAv Kook

Parashat Bereshit
Growth Ringsof the Fruit Tree

Who was first to sin in the Book of Genesis? Long before Adam and
Chava ate the forbidden fruit, it turns out that the earth itself rebelled
against God. In a perplexing teaching, the Sages relate that originally
the entirety of a fruit tree was supposed to bear the very same taste as
its fruit. For example, the bark orwood of an apple tree was intended
to taste like apples. But the contumacious trees resisted God’s design,
and so we find that the only palatable part of the tree is the fruit.'

Rav Avraham Yitzchak Hakohen Kook read this mysterious Midrash
symbolically: the tree represents the means or process, and the fruit,
the endior product.?In this imperfect world) we often give our greatest
appreciation to the gratifying or delectable accomplishment, while fail-
ing to duly recognize the growth and toil that gave rise to it. The student
whoattains the'highest grades receives our vocal admiration; the one
who diligently studies and makes significant strides is acknowledged
with muted, sporadic applause. We venerate results but often overlook
the requisite discipline, the hard work, and the slow, sometimes imper-
ceptible, growth, required to yield them.

What is true of our perception of others is true of our self-perception
as well. We often neglect our incremental accomplishments and fail to
enjoy what should be satisfying achievements. We are convinced that
joy will only come when and if our ultimate goals are attained. Sadly, as
our boughs flourish and reach out to meet our life goals, we expectantly,

1. Rashi on Genesis 1:11, s.v. D VV.
2. Orot ha-Teshuvah, 6:7.
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almost single-mindedly, await the delicious fruit instead of making
laurels from our impressively sustained growth.

This is the unfortunate plight of man, the “sin” of the tree that fails
to make its constantly expanding growth rings as savory as its ripest
seasonal produce. But Rav Kook’s interpretation boldly teaches that
we harbor the potential to overcome this deficiency. The sure remedy
is to respect the tortoise as much as the hare. It is to recognize how the
elastic present enc es all of the past tough growth. With this,
ot only palatable but worth savoring.

OUPRESS




CHASSIDIC MASTERS

Parashat Bereshit
In the Beginning, There
Was Humility

As we begin rolling the Torah scroll from the beginning again, if we
attune ourselves to the nuances of the Torah’s text we can discern God’s
humility even during His uniquely creative act of bringing the universe
into existence. In one Midrash, the Sages noted that the word order of
the first verse reveals God's humility: The text reads “In the beginning,
God created” (27978 872 N2WX12) rather than “God created, in the
beginning” (MWX12 K72 0°719X). Instead of putting Himself first, as a
prideful human sovereign would, God delays mention of Himself.!

And if we zoom in on the letters, we find the same humility. The
Zohar says: “the Torah begins with [the word] bereshit (n°@x12), that
isto sayybet ('2) is first (N°wx7).”* Rabbi Pinchas Friedman of Belz;one
of the premier contemporary teachers of Chassidut, elaborates on this
idea. The natural letter with which to begin the Torah, the blueprint
of all Creation, would have been alef, but because alef alludes to God’s
absolute unity and to His dominion (as in the appellation ¥ 937X
0%%Y), God specifically chose the second letter, bet. This serves as a
lesson to mankind: humility above, and before, all.?

The Creation narrative further teaches us that humility must remain
a guiding principle. On the sixth day, as Creation reached its pinnacle,
God declared naaseh adam, “let us make man,” reflecting His polite

1. Genesis Rabbah, 1:12.
2. Zohar Chadash, 10b.
3. Shevilei Pinchas, Bereshit 5776.
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consultation, as it were, with the angels during the creation of man.*
The message is clear: Just as Creation began and ended in humility, so
must all our endeavors.

This is not the only virtue embedded in the profound opening of
the Torah. Rebbe Tzvi Elimelech Spira of Dinov noted that thirty-two
(2”%) words precede the first appearance of the word “good” (23®) in
the Torah. This intimates that a “good heart” (23t 22) is the foundation
and embodiment of all positive character traits man must pursue.®
Pirkei Avot confirms that havinga “good heart” is the noblest character
trait in man: “Go out and find the best.path.a person should follow...
Rabbi Elazar says: A good heart.” What constitutes a “good heart”?
The Midrash Shemu'el defined it as someone who is modest and unpre-
tentious, forgiving of and sympathetic to others.”

Two great masters, the brothers Rebbe Meshullam Zusha of Anipoli
and Rebbe Elimelech of Lizhensk, were once discussing humility.
Rebbe Elimelech said, “If a man contemplates the greatness of the
Creator, he will arrive at true humility.” Rebbe Zusha disagreed: “No!
A man must begin by being truly humble. Only then will he recognize
the greatness of his Creator” They asked their teacher, Rebbe Dov Ber
of Mezeritch, the famed Maggid, to decide between them. He ruled,

“These and those are the words of the living God. But the inner grace
ishhis who begins with himself, and not with the Creator.”®

Part of the greatness of the legendary Chassidic rebbes was their
unusual, and therefore unforgettable, comportment. Upon arriving
in a city, Rebbe Shmelke of Nikolsburg was greeted with great fanfare
by a throng of adherents and admirers. Before meeting the crowd, he
retired to a private room. A curious Chassid followed him and put his
ear to the door. He heard the voice of his rebbe uttering expressions
of adulation: “Welcome to our city, honorable rabbi. It is our great
privilege to have you here. Thank you for coming, holy tzaddik.” Later,
he asked Rebbe Shmelke what he was doing, and he explained: “I
anticipated what my Chassidim would say to me. I therefore said it to

4. Rashi on Genesis 1:26.

5. Benei Yisaschar, Iyar, 3:1.

6. Pirkei Avot, 2:9.

7. Midrash Shemu’el ad loc.

8. Buber, Tales of the Hasidim, 1:243.
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myself first, and it sounded so foolish, that when later they said it to me,
it appeared equally ridiculous.”’

The Shabbat on which we read Parashat Bereshit is uniquely named
after its Torah reading, Shabbat Bereshit. No other parashah lends its
name to the Shabbat of its reading; there is no Shabbat Noach or Shabbat
Lech Lecha. The Shinover Rav explained in his Divrei Yechezkel that
we read Parashat Bereshit right after the Days of Awe, over the course
of which every Jew has ed and undertaken to improve some

such, the name of this Shabbat

reminds us that lives. Itis a Shabbat
of new beginni d remember the
Chassidic inter : as humility”

OUPRESS

9. Twerski, Not Just Stories, 300.
10. Divrei Yechezkel, Bereshit, s.v. XIp3 % ayv.



RABBI SOLOVEITCHIK

Parashat Bereshit
Insurgeneeiinthe Garden

Only one areain the Garden of Eden was off-limits to the first man and
woman. Yet, as we know, they woefully could not help themselves, and
ate from the Tree of Knowledge. Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik put in
simple terms what we have all asked ourselves at one point or another:

“What was the substance of the original sin? Prima facie, Adam simply
wished to acquire a little intelligence. Why was that culpable?”! He
answers that they did not simply desire more knowledge but the very
power to determine whatis good and'what is evil:

They themselves wanted to determine what constitutes a crime
and what does not constitute a crime; what is culpable and what
is good; what is morally deserving and what is immoral. Ina word,
man wanted to write his own moral code. This was.man’s rebel-
lion against God. Man was unwilling to submit himself to God’s
commandments.

Drawing on the philosophical work of the Rambam, the Rav pointed
out that the consumption of the forbidden fruit endowed man with the
capacity to discriminate specifically between good and evil, rather than

1. Schreiber, Noraos HaRav, 9:71.

2. Ibid. Evidence of this can perhaps be found in how the Torah describes
Chava’s perception of the Tree of Knowledge. In Genesis 3:6, we read that it was
a “desire” (MXN) for her eyes and understood to be a means to enlightenment
(920171%). The combination may indicate that Adam and Chava wanted to be
decisors of good and evil in areas of their own desire. For the Rav’s detailed
exposition of these terms, see Soloveitchik, Emergence of Ethical Man, 95—128.
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between truth and falsehood.? The first man, emblematic of all mankind,
sought to be master of his own moral domain by establishing his own
moral code. He asked himself: “Why must I be bound by doctrines
and practices that run counter to my own sensibilities and logic?” This
was not only a rejection of the divine code for living, but a rebellion
against God as King.

The Ongoing Rebellion against Heaven

This sin was not a one-off event but a paradigm. In a number of places
throughout the world, this rebellion against‘God has been politically
mandated and enforced. In the Rav’s words, “Marxism expresses itself
through its denial of God’s sovereignty and its substitution of man’s
sovereignty in place of God’s.”* In the West, citizens are free to recognize
God’s kingship and laws, but cultural norms and institutions are such
that the choice to acknowledge God requires swimming against a riptide.
Psalm 24, which is dedicated to God’s kingship, is fittingly recited on
the nights of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, holidays on which we
coronate God. The end of the psalm mentions two apertures through
which God is to be let in, the gate (9y¥) and.the opening (nn). The
Rav suggested that the Eastern Bloc had shut their “gates” to faith. God
was barred from these countries, and still is from some of their successor
states. The Western Bloc had no gates at all, but the openings through
which God could enter were tiny indeed: “their concept of divinityis
so narrow, so middle class, so selfish and so superficial, that God does
not wish to squeeze through this opening.” Citizens of the free world
“have rebelled against morality, against the fact that the human being

must surrender himself to God and give God his full obedience.”

(Re-) Coronating God

Rosh Hashanah is the day on which we undo the sin, so to speak, by
accepting God’s sovereignty. We declare that God is the Creator who
determines the laws of nature and the laws governing human life. One

. See Moreh Nevuchim, 1:2.
. Schreiber, Noraos HaRav, 9:82.
. Ibid.
. Ibid., 9:83.
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of the emotional climaxes of the prayer is the piyut (liturgical poem),
often festively sung, about how all the nations of the world will come
to recognize God’s kingship — “they shall give You a royal crown” (3107
12192 902 77).

It is one thing to pay lip service, however sincere, to the notion that
God is our true King, but it is quite another to live it. The demands of
our King can be onerous, and that is when our fervent declarations of
Rosh Hashanah are put to the test. Is God really our King? The Rav
once related the following personal story on the topic of conversion
in an address to the Yeshiva University Rabbinic Alumni Organization
in 1975:

The Torah summons the Jew to live heroically. We cannot allow a
married woman, no matter how tragic the case is, to remarry without
aget (divorce document). We cannot allowa kohen to marry a giyoret
(female convert). Sometimes these cases are very tragic. I know this
from my own experience.

I had a case in Rochester, N.Y. of a gentile girl who became a
giyoret ha-tzedek [righteous convert] before she met the boy. She did
not join our nation because she wanted to marry somebody. Then
she met a Jewish boy who came from an alienated background and
had absolutely no knowledge of Yahadut. She brought him close
to Yahadut and they became engaged. Since he was now close to
Yahadut, the boy wanted tofind out about his family, so he visited
the cemetery where his grandfather was buried. He saw'a strange
symbol on the tombstone - ten fingers with thumbs and forefingers
nearly forming a triangle. So he began to ask — he thought it was a
mystical symbol — and he discovered that he was a kohen.

What can we do? This is the Halachah. A kohen may not marry
a convert (Shulchan Aruch, Even ha-Ezer 6:8). We surrender to the
will of the Almighty. On the other hand, to say that the Halachah
is not sensitive to problems and is not responsive to the needs of
people is an outright falsehood. The Halachah is responsive to the
needs of both the community and the individual. However, the
Halachah has its own orbit, moves at a certain definitive speed, has
its own pattern of responding to a challenge, and possesses its own
criteria and principles.
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I come from a rabbinical house — the beit ha-Rav. This is the
house into which I was born. Believe me, Reb Chaim used to try his
best to be meikil [lenient in his halachic decisions]. But there were
limits even to Reb Chaim’s kulot. When you reach the boundary
line, all you can say is: “I surrender to the will of the Almighty”

With sadness in my heart, I shared in the suffering of the poor
woman. She was instrumental in bringing him back to the fold and
then she had to lose him. She lost him. She walked away.”

Hope for the Best

Not everyone possesses as much courage as this young woman. The
demands of Halachah are great, and sometimes we fall short. The Rav
noted that there is an uplifting motif in our Rosh Hashanah prayers,
namely, that Judaism has faith in man. “It believes that man will finally
change, and man on his own accord will recognize his folly and will begin
to strive for God and move towards God.”® This reflects, in turn, God’s
faith in each and every one of us, because we are all endowed with the
fortitude and resilience to amplify our positive, moral inclinations.
This is evident from the Eden story. After their disastrous downfall,
Adam and Chava realize that they are naked and pick large fig leaves
to fashion loincloths and rudimentary clothes. The Talmud claims
that these leaves came from this very tree with which they sinned.’
According to the Rav, the act of taking the leavesof the specific tree
symbolized that they now “identified with the hedonic pseudo-per-
sonality that they'had created through eating the fruit.”*% That is to say,
man and woman further distanced themselves from God and were
self-indulgent. But given that they had made themselves garments, why
does it then say that “the Lord God made for Adam and for his wife
coats of skin and clothed them” (Genesis 3:21)? One explanation offered
by Rashi is that this was real clothing. It was soft and warm, affording
both a measure of comfort and better protection from the elements.'*

7. Rakeffet-Rothkoff, The Rav, 2:35-36.
8. Schreiber, Noraos HaRav, 9:73.

9. Sanhedrin 7ob.

10. Chumash Mesoras Harav, 1:35.

1. Rashi on Genesis 3:21.
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One midrashic reading, attributed to Rabbi Meir, reads “skin” (99¥) as
“light” (73%)."> The Rav explains that God provided light for man and
woman to illuminate their true essence, because God has faith that man
will, in the end, demonstrate loyalty to his Creator."?
The Rambam expressed this same idea about our entire nation:

The Torah has promised that Israel will ultimately repent at the
end of their exile and will be immediately redeemed thereafter. As
it says, “It shall be whenvall of these things come upon you...You
shall return to the Lord your God.... The Lord your God shall bring
back...” (Deuteronomy 30:1-3)."*

‘We are not bidden in these verses to return to God in our exile, but
we are promised that it will happen. If this is guaranteed on the national
level, it is certainly within our individual reach.

Exploring the Ravs Insight

Two complementary beginnings mark this time of year on the Jewish
calendar. Rosh Hashanah inaugurates the new year; its shofar blasts
shake us awake so we can recognize andmaintain a lasting awareness
of God’s sovereignty and rededicate our lives to fulfilling His word.
Around the same time, we restart the annual cycle of Torah reading with
Parashat Bereshit. This Torah reading includes the tragic episode of the
Garden of Eden, cautioning us.against replacing the divine will with
our own. It is our responsibility to surrender to God and His Halachah,
the compilation of His royal edicts.

12. Genesis Rabbah, 20:21.
13. Soloveitchik, Yemei Zikaron, 204-208.
14. Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Teshuvah, 7:s.
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RAv Kook

Parashat Noach
Making a Werld.of a Difference

Two legendary figures: Noach and Avraham. For generations, great
minds have compared and contrasted their lives. Some have argued
for Noach’s remarkable righteousness, as he rose above the mire of
depravity and sinfulness that surrounded him. Others have mini-
mized his spiritual accomplishments, which pale in comparison to
Avraham’s. Rashi draws our attention to the fact that Noach is said to
have walked “with God” (Genesis 6:9), while Avraham walked “before
God” (Genesis 24:40 and see 17:1). He explaifis that Noach needed help
to be righteous, while Avraham drew strength from within to follow his
pathof righteousness unassisteds

Rav Avraham Yitzchak Hakohen Kook perceived a more profound
difference reflected by the Torah’s choice of words.” Penetratingly,
hesaid'that walking “with God™is fulfilling God's spiritual demands
of the generation — no small feat — but no more. Noach did not take
the initiative and elevate those around him; he boxed himself in, psy-
chologically and physically on the ark, satisfied at having strenuously
maintained the status quo. The opening verse emphasizes that Noach
was “righteous in his generation” (Genesis 6:9), suggesting that he was
resigned to the fact that little could be done to pull his contemporaries
out of their quicksand of immorality. Avraham, on the other hand,
although absolutely loyal to God’s word, struck out on his own. He
risked acting independently and creatively to better the world around

1. Rashi on Genesis 6:9, s.v. 11 72107 D2M9KR7 DX.
2. The remarks below are based on Midbar Shur, derush 13.

IS
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him, as when he appointed himself the defense for an urban confederacy
of sinners.

The Sages say that Avraham observed the entire Torah even before
it was revealed at Sinai.> Rav Kook took this to mean that Avraham was
determined to speed up the process of divine revelation, to hasten the
existential perfection and rectification of the world that in the divine
plan was meant to occur only later. He laid the groundwork for this by
sharing divine wisdom with and raising up the spirit of his generation.
Walking “before God” is to act.independently while bearing God’s
teachings and goals in mind, and, in a way;it is even to precede God.

Avraham’s expansive idealism enabled him to recognize the raw
spiritual potential latent in himself and in his generation. He firmly
believed that every individual could strengthen and stretch their spiri-
tual muscles to meet Olympic benchmarks. Not only was he convinced
that humanity could better itself, but he believed that humanity could
be catapulted to awesome heights. Avraham entertained visions of
grandeur about the world.

Not long ago, Rav Kook, himself an Avraham, followed in our fore-
father’s footsteps andwalked “before God.” He discerned the amazing
vitality and profound potential of the soul of the Jewish nation. After our
tortuous and torturous exile, his lofty teachings, which radiate love for
others, have been a boon'to the rejuvenation of our national spirit. Two
great Avrahams, the first Jew inshistory and the first.Ashkenazi Chief
Rabbi of pre-state Israel, had the firm conviction that every individual
has the power to'effect revolutionary change.

We are all called to walk Avraham’s path. Judaism is a faith for those
who seek to change the world. To be a Jew is to seek to make a difference,
to change lives for the better, to heal the scars of our fractured world.
We are not meant to ride the tide, alone, but to be a tide that raises all
boats.

3. Mishnah, Kidushin, 4:14.
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Parashat Noach
Tzaddik im Peltz

In a world overrun by depravity, violence, and corruption, the Torah
introduces Noach as the last righteous man on earth (Genesis 6:9). The
Torah continues: “And Noach sired (723"1) three sons: Shem, Cham,
and Yefet” (Genesis 6:10). Rebbe Elimelech of Lizhensk read this verse
symbolically in his Noam Elimelech: what are ostensibly three personal
names are actually three degrees of spirituality that a tzaddik worthy
of the name begets or generates (7217) in his lifetime. Shem, literally
“name,” represents the first degree, fearful-obedience and devotion to
God that sanctifies His holy Name. Cham, which means “warm,” alludes
toNoach’s cultivationjof love and closenesstowards the Creator: The
third and final degree is Yefet, a reflection of the yofr, the “beauty” of
one’s pure, perfect service of the Almighty."

Notwithstanding this characterization of Noach as a tzaddik of
the highest rank, rabbinic sages throughout the ages have detected
certain imperfections in his overall performance. Rebbe Levi Yitzchak
of Berditchev drew a memorable distinction between two types of
tzaddikim. One serves God with great fervor but is so focused on his
own spiritual aspirations that he bears no one else aloft in his ascent.
The other serves God and brings others to serve God as well, raising
them up with him. Noach is the first type of tzaddik, because the Torah
says he “walked with God” in his divine service, meaning he did not
“walk with people” to draw them closer to Him.?

1. No'am Elimelech, No'ach, s;v.”33 Q@ DX 0°32 w50 13 797
2. Kedushat Levi, No'ach, sv. 13 ™72 19X,

17
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Chassidim have a characteristically sharp, pithy way of making this
point in Yiddish, often attributed to the Kotzker Rebbe. They call Noach
a tzaddik im peltz, “a righteous man in a fur coat.” The idea is that there
are two ways of keeping warm on a cold night: by wearing insulating
layers or by lighting a fire. Don a fur coat and you warm yourself; kindle
a fire and you warm others as well. We are supposed to spread warmth
and light in our own service of God.

Rebbe Levi Yitzchak himself embodied this beautiful, compelling,
and enduringprinciple of Chassidut, the responsibility to reach out to
others and actively draw them closer to.the Creator. He was compas-
sionate and gentle, and loved every Jew just as they are. He reportedly
said,

If ever I pass away and I have the option of being alone in paradise or
going to purgatory in the company of other Jews, I would certainly
choose the latter. As long as I am together with other Jews!®

Helping others must begin with appreciating them for who they are.
The Berditchever was always judging people favorably, as an oft-told
story illustrates:

A teamster in Berditchev was saying his morning prayers, and at the
same time, was greasing the wheels of his wagon. He was.indeed
an interesting sight, praying with his grease-covered hands, and
townspeople snickered. “Look at this ignoramus. He doesn’tknow
better than to grease his wagon wheels while he is praying.” The
great Rabbi Levi Ytizchak then came along and said, “Master of
the Universe, look at your servant, the teamster. Even while he is
greasing his wagon wheels he is still praising Your great and holy

Name”*

When it comes time to bring people closer to God, which requires
correction, Rebbe Levi Yitzchak teaches that we must use pleasant
words and display compassion. The key is to see the lofty soul in every

3. Chana Lewis, “Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev (1740-1809): A Brief
Biography,” https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/1007604/jewish
/A-Brief-Biography.htm (accessed March 7, 2021).

4. Kaplan, Light Beyond, s.
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Jew and remind them ofit: “One says, ‘Every single Jew is of great stature
and the Jewish soul is truly hewn from a place above the Throne of
Glory.... The one who encouragingly reproves the Jewish soul uplifts it
higher and higher.”* In the words of a contemporary Chassidic teacher,

“Were we to see the image of God in the other, could we ever show anger
to another human being?”®

Our forefather Avraham exemplified the second, outwardly directed
tzaddik, who is determined to view and treat everyone favorably. Among
the many rabbinic sources that contrast Noach with Avraham is the
following Midragh. Psalms 45:8 states: “You-love righteousness and
hate wickedness; therefore God, your God, has anointed you with the
oil of gladness beyond your fellow.” The Sages read this homiletically
as a description of Avraham. Of course, being a moral, God-fearing
person Avraham must have loved righteousness and hated wickedness;
therefore, the verse is actually telling us that he loved discovering the
good in others and hated accusing them on account of their wrongdoing.
In this way, his conduct was “beyond” that of his “fellow;” namely, the
figure with whom he is naturally compared — Noach.”

When the prophet Yeshayahu hearkens bagk to the incident of the
Flood, he rather unexpectedly refers to the episode as “the waters of
Noach” (Isaiah 54:9). Based on the Zohar, Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik
taught that/the Flood and Noach are inextricably linked, since, in a
certain sense, he was partially responsible for it:He neither prayed.to
God to spare others nor took the initiative to inspire them to repent.
Knowing that he'and hisfamily would be saved, he failed to'act on behalf
of others.®* Compare this with the conduct of Avraham in Parashat Lech
Lecha, where he goes to great lengths to save cities unquestionably filled
with evil and malice: “The cry of Sodom and Gomorrah is great and
their sin very grievous” (Genesis 18:20). Avraham is filled with mercy
and compassion and seeks out the bright spots — righteousness even — in
dark dens of wickedness.

The Baal Shem Tov, the founder of Chassidut, urges us to consider

. Kedushat Levi, Chukat, sxv."7 03y ¥5011 5X onaa.
. See further Parashat Chukat, “Natural Feedback.”
. Genesis Rabbah, 49:9.
. Machzor Mesoras HaRav, 402.
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the teachings of the Torah not as stories from days gone by, but as
lessons to be internalized and lived. We are called on to perceive the
image of God in our fellow man and be steadfast in our belief that the
spark of holiness in every Jew can be made into a fire. It is a profound
act of love to pursue the vindication of others and a foremost mitzvah
to relentlessly search for virtue in our fellow man.

OUPRESS




RABBI SOLOVEITCHIK

Parashat Noach
Vice and Virtueiin the Vineyard

Immediately after the deluge comes a brief episode of Noach’s ignominy.

“He drank of the wine and became drunk, and he uncovered himself
in his tent” (Genesis 9:21). First on the scene was Cham, who “saw his
father’s nakedness and told his two brothers outside” (9:22). Shem and
Yefet then covered Noach respectfully. After waking from his drunken
stupor, Noach cursed Cham - by way of Canaan - for his conduct
(9:25). What exactly did Cham do that was desérving of a curse?

Schadenfreude. .. or Worse

The'Ramban opined that:€ham sinned by not:modestly covering his
father and by not concealing from others the shameful condition in
which he had found him. He actively sought to demean his father
inva.public forum; which is why it says that he broadcast it “outside”
(Genesis 9:22).!

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik took this a step further. Cham seemed
all too pleased to discover a deficiency in his father and make it public
knowledge. Cham was the type of person eager to disabuse people
of their false impressions, to scratch off the veneer and reveal the tin
under what turns out to be only thin gold plate. “Show me a saint and
I'll show you a sinner,” say the Chams of the world.?

1. Ramban on Genesis 9:18 (end). Rabbi Ovadiah Seforno similarly suggested
that he rejoiced at the indignity of his father and eagerly spread the word to
his brothers. Rabbi Yosef Bechor Shor found fault with Cham’s failure to cover
Noach himself.

2. See Soloveitchik, Yemei Zikaron, 128-129.
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The fact that Cham was cursed, the Rav emphasized, does not
mean that Noach’s behavior was excusable, but it was understandable.
Cham should have been considerate and taken into account that his
father survived the destruction of a world he had lived in for half a
millennium. People have drunk themselves silly for less. His misstep did
not deserve to be circulated for public scrutiny. Only the mean-spirited
would expose their own father and blow a private peccadillo out of
proportion. Both father and son showed poor judgment, but only one
acted out of malice.

The Talmud has two interpretations.conveying that a more heinous
sin took place. “Ravand Shmuel: one says thathe castrated him, the other
says that he sodomized him.”* Rabbi Mosheh Lichtenstein, a grandson
of the Rav and a rosh yeshivah at Yeshivat Har Etzion, understands these
opinions to be communicating ways in which Cham rejected his father.
Castration indicates that Cham felt his father’s vitality had ebbed and that
he was no longer an influence in his life. Sexual exploitation represents
Cham’s belittling his father and acting in a superior manner. He took
advantage of his father to make himself more powerful.®

Ethics vs. Etiquette

In contrast to Cham, his brothers acted laudably. “Shem and Yefet took

(PR BY np*1) ajgarment and laid it on both theit shoulders, and they

walked backwards and covered their father’s nakedness. Their faces

were turned away, so that they did not see their father’s nakedness”
(Genesis'9:23). Although the general impression is that they acted in

tandem, the verb for taking the garment is in the singular (n”1) and

followed by Shem’s name, which alludes to the fact that Shem took
the initiative in performing the meritorious deed.® This is particularly
noteworthy since many commentators understand Yefet to have been

the eldest of Noach’s sons.”

3. Chumas Mesoras Harav, 1:62—63.

4. Sanhedrin 70a, quoted by Rashi on Genesis 9:22, s.v. 1°228 N1y DX X7,

5. Rabbi Mosheh Lichtenstein, “Noach and His Sons,” https://www.etzion
.org.il/en/noach-and-his-sons (accessed March 7, 2021).

6. Rashi on Genesis 9:23, s.v. ND” 0@ Np”), quoting Midrash Tanchuma and
Genesis Rabbah.

7. See, e.g., Rashi on Genesis 10:21 and Ramban on Genesis 6:10.
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The Midrash identifies the rewards of the sons with specificity.
Shem’s descendants, the Jewish people, receive the garment which
bears tzitzit, and Yefet’s descendants receive burial. More specifically,
the people of Gog, descendants of Yefet, will be given proper burial
in the war of Gog and Magog (Ezekiel 39:11).® In what way are these
rewards appropriate recompense for the brothers’ actions?

The Rav sees in these rewards a reflection of each one’s motivations:
ethics and etiquette. Shem covered his father out of ethical duty, which
applies even where there are no onlookers to applaud. Ideally, the
garment of tzitzit is intended to be worn underneath one’s clothes
(with only the tzitzit in view),” which represents acting ethically even
in private. Yefet, on the other hand, only acted out of concern for what
Shem would say. He acted out of etiquette, which changes in different
times and places, and is only observed in public. Since etiquette is, at
its base, about human dignity, his descendants merited burial, the
ultimate act of respect for human beings. Clearly, Shem’s motivation
was the greater of the two.

This explanation also clarifies Noach’s blessing to the two sons:
“May God bring beauty to Yefet, and may He dwell in the tents of Shem”
(Genesis 9:27). Yefet was concerned with outward appearances, which
is the realm of aesthetics. Therefore, beauty and aesthetics shall be the
heritageof his progeny. Shem was driven by moral considerations, and
so his offspring receive the Shechinah, the divine presence, in their midst.
One who acts ethically and morally, especially when others do not, is

deserving of God’s direct rewards.*

Exploring the Rav’s Insight

The episode analyzed above occurred right after the cataclysmic Flood.
Man set about reestablishing his presence on the Earth. The passage

8. Rashi on Genesis 9:23, s.v. DD” QW np.

9. See Magen Avraham, 8:13.

10. Schachter, Nefesh ha-Rav, 272-273. The basic analysis might owe a debt to the
commentary of the Netziv in his Haamek Davar on Genesis 9:23. He comments
that Shem’s alacrity in covering his father and not waiting for assistance, was
an expression of his feeling that he had to act, akin to performing a mitzvah in
which one is obligated. Yefet only stepped in to help after seeing his brother
struggle alone to cover his father.
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describing this episode is traditionally set apart from surrounding ones
with spaces, and its first two verses read: “The sons of Noach who left
the ark were Shem, Cham, and Yefet.... These three were the sons of
Noach, and from these was the Earth populated” (Genesis 9:18-19).
To extend the Rav’s thoughts, perhaps Noach’s sons represent three
types of people.

Cham promulgates hate and destruction, even against his own
family. The Mishnah warns: “Shmuel the Younger used to quote: ‘Do
not rejoice inthe downfall of your enemy’ (Proverbs 24:17).”** How
much moreis this true regarding a friend.or family member.

Yefet’s prime interest is the respect and honor that should be
accorded all mankind. While this is valuable and merits reward, it is
not intended to be the ultimate pursuit of man.

Shem is sincerely dedicated to morality and virtue. This is the loftiest
human ideal and especially praiseworthy when it is put into practice.
No wonder, then, that Avraham, who defended unrepentant sinners,
was his direct descendant. Additionally, Shem is traditionally known
for having established a bet midrash, a house of study. Yaakov studied
there for fourteen years to inculcate a moral compass that would guide
him in his long exposure to Lavan’s shiftiness.'?

As Jews we are both the physical and spiritual descendants of our
aneestor Shem. His moral, principled conduct laid the foundation for
a noble way of life which would be developed and perfected by his
esteemed descendant Avraham. Indeed, Shem’s ethical code formed
the spiritual bedrock of the Jewish nation for all time.

11. Pirkei Avot, 4:24.
12. See Rashi on Genesis 28:9, s.v. 1121 DINK.
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