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This week’s portion is called Noach.  The word noach means tranquility or calm.  It calls to mind 
a verse at very end of the Book of Bereishit. 
 

ֶרץ י ֔טֹוב ְוֶאת־ָהָא֖  ְרא ְמנָֻח֙ה ִּכ֣ ד ַוַּי֤ י ְלַמס־ֹעֵבֽ ל ַוְיִה֖ ט ִׁשְכמֹ֙ו ִלְסֹּב֔ ָמה ַוֵּי֤ י ָנֵע֑ ִּכ֣           
When he saw how good was security, 
And how pleasant was the country, 
He bent his shoulder to the burden, 
And became a toiling serf (49:16). 
 
This verse refers to the word menuchah, which has the same root as the word, noach.  In this 
verse, Yaakov blesses Yissachar with the blessing of menuchah, or tranquility.  According to the 
beracha, such tranquility can best be obtained by bending one’s shoulder to whatever the 
situation is—no matter how-adverse--and toiling away without complaining or even without 
working to change the situation.  At least, this is how the rebbe, Reb Bunam, explained this 
verse.  He writes: “One who desires release from worries may obtain it by bending his shoulder 
to bear complacently anything which may befall him and by being satisfied of spirit no matter 
what its outcome’’ (Siach Sarfei Kodesh, 13).  
 
According to this approach, tranquility and peace of mind comes from accepting the burdens of 
life and by being complacent with one’s lot in life. 
 
But is this really true?  Do we agree with Reb Bunam that the path to tranquility in life can be 
achieved by just accepting everything complacently? 
 
A different answer appears in a commentary to our parasha from the Lubavitcher Rebbe. 
 
The Rebbe points out the irony of the portion being called Noach (i.e. tranquility) when the 
theme of the parashah is actually about a flood and the destruction of the world.  In fact, the 
portion seems to be about the opposite of tranquility.   
 
Explains the Rebbe, the context of the world in which the Flood occurred is that at that time 
humanity was headed in a very wrong direction.  Humans were succumbing to their basest 
instincts and committing terrible sins. The flood was needed to shake up the world and refocus 
the world’s energy in the right direction.  It was a time of tremendous upheaval; but it was a 
necessary upheaval, for from that reshuffling of the world came great tranquility. 
 
The Rebbe writes:   
 
“The lesson of this parashah remains perennially pertinent to our lives.  When we are 
confronted with a particularly trying or turbulent situation, it would serve us well to recall that 



just like the Flood, its purpose is to cleanse and refine us.  By focusing on the opportunity 
inherent in the challenge rather than on the superficial difficulty with which we are confronted 
we transform the destructive floodwaters into the “waters of Noah” – the waters of tranquility 
and rest” (Chumash, Based on the Works of the Lubavitcher Rebbe, 39). 
 
The Rebbe’s reference to the “waters of Noah” is a reference to a verse from Isaiah that we 
read as the Haftorah for Noach.  Isaiah declares:  
 
For this to Me is like the waters of Noah: 
As I swore that the waters of Noah 
Nevermore would flood the earth, 
So I swear that I will not 
Be angry with you or rebuke you (Isaiah, 54:9). 
 
The Rebbe’s commentary on this verse discusses why Isaiah refers to the Flood as the “waters 
of Noah”: 
 
“From a deeper perspective calling the Flood the “waters of Noah” reveals the Flood’s true 
intent and effect.  If we read the name “Noah” in line with its literal translation –“tranquility”—
the idiom “water of Noah” is an oxymoron: the Flood was the ultimate tool of destruction, not 
tranquility.  In truth, however, from the inner, spiritual perspective, the Flood—despite its 
outward destructiveness—was a positive force in the spiritual development of humanity, for 
through it God made full repentance possible.  Thus, the fact that the idiom used in the 
haftarah is “the water of Noah” (rather than, say, “the water of the Flood”) expresses the inner 
truth about the Flood that is not at all evident, at least at first blush, in the account of the Flood 
in the Torah itself” (Haftarot, Based on the Works of The Lubavitcher Rebbe, 13). 
 
Speaking personally, I have difficulty understanding the first part of the Rebbe’s message—i.e. 
that every tumultuous experience in life is intentionally sent by Hashem in order to refine us.  
While we can easily say that about the Flood, since the Torah tells us that it was explicitly 
brought to rid the world of evil, it is much harder for us non-prophets to divine the true reasons 
behind everyday events in life. 
 
However, the second part of the Rebbe’s statement hits me like a thunderbolt. 
 
The Rebbe’s point is that from the cataclysms of life always comes an opportunity to find a new 
and more tranquil path in life.  In the time of Noach, the destructive force of the Flood taught 
Noach that he must find a new way in life to achieve tranquility.  For Noach that path involved 
building and living in an ark (tevah) with his family and animals.  Noach’s ark represents a 
retreat from the wicked world; a safe haven of pure spirituality. 
 
Says the Torah:  

אֶמר ֱאלֹ  ֹ֨ -ַוּי ֶרץ ם ֶאת־ָהָאֽ י ַמְׁשִחיָת֖ ם ְוִהְנִנ֥ ס ִמְּפֵניֶה֑ ֶרץ ָחָמ֖ ה ָהָא֛ י־ָמְלָא֥ י ִּכֽ א ְלָפַנ֔ ץ ׇּכל־ָּבָׂש֙ר ָּב֣ ַח ֵק֤ ׃ים ְלֹנ֗   



God said to Noah, “I have decided to put an end to all flesh, for the earth is filled with 
lawlessness because of them: I am about to destroy them with the earth.  

ֶפר׃ ִית ּוִמ֖חּוץ ַּבֹּכֽ ּה ִמַּב֥ ַפְרָּת֥ ֹאָת֛ ה ְוָכֽ ה ֶאת־ַהֵּתָב֑ ֲעֶׂש֣ ים ַּתֽ ֶפר ִקִּנ֖ ת ֲעֵצי־ֹג֔ ה ְל֙� ֵּתַב֣   ֲעֵׂש֤

Make yourself an ark of gopher wood; make it an ark with compartments, and cover it inside and 
out with pitch (6:13-14). 

The ark of Noach is a hermetic seal.  It is lined with pitch on the inside and outside.  In response 
to the destruction of the world, Noach needs to seal himself off from the world. 
 
But if Noach had the ark to seal himself off from the world, what do we have today? 
 
Some streams of Judaism feel that the most appropriate way for us to respond to the many 
cataclysms that we see in the modern world around us is by sealing ourselves off from the rest 
of the world.  Thus, we see that Hareidi Judaism has copied the theme of Noach’s ark and has 
sealed itself off from the world by living in isolated communities that have no meaningful 
relationship with the world around them. 
 
But there is another response to cataclysmic events that is actually more consistent with the 
rabbinic use of the word tevah. 
 
Rabbinic literature also refers to a tevah.  Ironically in rabbinic literature, tevah does not mean 
a boat, but an ark, as in “the ark of a synagogue.” 
 
In rabbinic literature the tevah is used not when there is a flood, but actually when there is the 
opposite of a flood—a drought. 
 
When there is no rain for an extended period of time, the Mishnah tells us we must take a 
tevah to the streets and line it – not with pitch—but with the symbol of repentance, ashes. 
 
ּוְברֹאׁש ַהָּנִׂשיא ּוְברֹאׁש ַאב  ,ְונֹוְתִנין ֵאֶפר ִמְקֶלה ַעל ַּגֵּבי ַהֵּתָבה ,מֹוִציִאין ֶאת ַהֵּתָבה ִלְרחֹוָבּה ֶׁשל ִעיר ,ֵסֶדר ַּתֲעִנּיֹות ֵּכיַצד
ַוַּיְרא  ,לֹא ֶנֱאַמר ְּבַאְנֵׁשי ִניְנֵוה ,ַאֵחינּו ,ַהָּזֵקן ֶׁשָּבֶהן אֹוֵמר ִלְפֵניֶהן ִּדְבֵרי ִכּבּוִׁשין .ְוָכל ֶאָחד ְוֶאָחד נֹוֵתן ְּברֹאׁשֹו ,ֵּבית ִּדין
ּוַבַּקָּבָלה הּוא אֹוֵמר  .ִּכי ָׁשבּו ִמַּדְרָּכם ָהָרָעה ,ַוַּיְרא ָהֱא�ִהים ֶאת ַמֲעֵׂשיֶהם (יונה ג)ֶאָּלא  ,ָהֱא�ִהים ֶאת ַׂשָּקם ְוֶאת ַּתֲעִניָתם
   :ְוִקְרעּו ְלַבְבֶכם ְוַאל ִּבְגֵדיֶכם (יואל ב)
What is the customary order of fast days? Normally the sacred ark in the synagogue, which 
was mobile, was kept in a locked room. However, on fast days they remove the ark to 
the main city square and place burnt ashes upon the ark, as a sign of mourning. And they 
also place ashes on the head of the Nasi, and on the head of the deputy Nasi, and each and 
every member of the community likewise places ashes upon his head. The eldest member of 
the community says to the congregation statements of reproof, for example: Our brothers, it 
is not stated with regard to the people of Nineveh: And God saw their sackcloth and their 
fasting. Rather, the verse says: “And God saw their deeds, that they had turned from their 
evil way” (Jonah 3:10). And in the Prophets it says: “And rend your hearts and not your 
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garments, and return to the Lord your God” (Joel 2:13). This teaches that prayer and fasting are 
insufficient, as one must also repent and amend his ways in practice (Taanit, 2:1). 
 
This Mishnah is actually a subtle commentary on the Torah portion of Noach.  Whereas Noach 
removed himself from the world and survived by living in a tevah, the rabbis speaking to their 
generation say that nowadays we must take the tevah to the streets and place ashes upon it. 
 
By taking the ark out into the street and placing ashes on it we are declaring two things: 
 

1) It is not enough to remain inside a sealed ark, or for that matter, a synagogue.  We must 
refine our ways through repentance by changing the way we live publicly.   The classic 
commentator, Bartenura writes: “The ark which the Torah scroll is placed in, that is to 
say, we had a modest utensil which was despised by our sins and why is it brought to 
the city street? To say, we cried out in private in the synagogue and we were not 
answered; we will despise ourselves in public in the city street.” 

2) Our path forward in life is no longer through the tevah of Noach, but rather through the 
tevah of Torah.  

 
The meaning of this second declaration is that the rabbinic message of using the word tevah 
to describe the box that holds a Torah scroll is to remind us that our path to salvation in life is 
through the path of Torah.  Today our cataclysmic challenges are not always as obvious as a 
destructive Flood.  More often the greatest challenge in life comes not as a Flood but as a 
drought, as in the absence of inspiration, like a spiritual drought that acts as a terrible plague 
upon humanity.  The answer to both the destructive Flood and to a spiritual drought is a tevah.  
Just as Noach’s tevah protected him, so too our tevah will protect us—not by removing 
ourselves from society and living our lives in a sealed cocoon, but by taking the tevah as a 
beacon into the public streets so that it can guide us on the proper path in life -- the path of the 
Torah.  The use of the word tevah is our reminder that the Torah will be our guide through the 
most difficult and tumultuous moments. 
 
For the past twenty months we have been living through our own cataclysm; our own Flood—a 
pandemic that has killed more than 700,000 Americans.  Now, thankfully, we can see it coming 
to an end.  Merck has announced that they have a new pill that can potentially treat Covid.  
Recently, the CEO of both Pfizer and Moderna, have said that within a year they expect life to 
return to the normalcy of pre-pandemic life.  
 
We should all take this promising news as an opportunity to look back on our lives and 
reevaluate and refocus. Have we grown through this cataclysm?  Have we seen a path to 
tranquility? Have we found the noach in our own lives? 
 
Speaking very personally, the cataclysm of the pandemic has shown me with great clarity that 
the path to a life of noach must be centered around Torah study.  Torah study is the path that 
will always guide us through the destructive waters of a flood and the absence of waters in a 
drought.  The tevah is our sanctuary and our guide at the same time. 
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Recently my children showed me a video clip of a player on the Mets.  He ran the bases so hard 
that he lost his diamond earing somewhere on the field.  After the game, the President of the 
team was on his hands and knees looking for the diamond.  This image brings to mind a 
teaching of the Kotzker Rebbe. 
 
The Kotzker Rebbe taught that no one should ever say, “I just can’t study Torah, it is too hard 
for me.”  Gd forbid anyone should say that.  Says the Kotzer, Torah is a precious diamond.  If 
someone has lost a diamond in a stack of hay do you think anyone would say after a few 
minutes, “well, I tried and it is just too hard.”  The person who knows the diamond was there 
would keep looking for the diamond until they found it.  How much more so should we never 
lose hope when it comes to our own Torah studies. The study of Torah is our tevah, it is our ark 
to help us through the world.  Says the Kotzker: “The Torah assures you that the Word of God is 
near to you and is within your comprehension.  Do not leave off your effort, for you will surely 
discover eventually that you understand it” (Ramataim Tzofim, ii, 39). 
 
You can now watch a YouTube recording of Rabbi Herzfeld’s D'var Torah at: 
https://youtu.be/ltB4kr9MCWw 

https://youtu.be/ltB4kr9MCWw

