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Last weekend, my family and I were in Dallas to celebrate a bar mitzvah with very dear friends.  

Just days before we arrived a series of tornadoes ravaged the very parts of the city that we were 

visiting, and where we once lived.  The expressway that takes you from the airport into the 

northern suburbs provided our first glimpse at the damage…we saw roofs torn off of houses, 

mangled trees, buildings with shattered windows. The tornadoes cut a path of 15 miles through 

densely populated areas, resulting in 2 billion dollars in damage, and tens of thousands without 

power.  20 schools were closed the next day due to extensive damage, some of them beyond 

repair.  It has been 40 years since storms this strong have struck Dallas, with 140 mph winds that 

sent debris thousands of feet into the air.  At the bar mitzvah party on Saturday night, someone 

told me that their neighbor woke up to a front lawn covered with jeans from the Gap.  Price tags 

and those annoying security tags were still attached to the merchandise. Literally brand name 

clothing fell from the heavens onto these people’s front yard.  But it was because the nearby Gap 

store and strip mall where it was located had been leveled by the tornado.  A massive Home 

Depot—you know how big those stores are--collapsed like a house of cards. The manager, who 

decided to close early and send his employees home was credited with saving their lives. Cars 

lay under tree limbs and several days later, when we arrived, major streets and highway exits 

were still closed; 120 traffic signals were downed in the storm.  It was chaos…But, here’s the 

silver lining.  Not one person was killed or seriously injured in this storm.  Given the amount of 

damage, it’s almost a miracle that there was no loss of life.  And the reason, because people 

heeded the warnings.  A freidn of Sari’s posted on Facebook, that everything you’ve heard about 

tornados is true.  The sky does turn an erie dark green; the sound of the storm is very much like a 

freight train barreling toward you; the house really does shake; windows really do shatter.  And 

she said, listen to the warnings.  Go to a safe place in your house and take cover.  In fact one of 

the news channels was panned for not cutting away from a Dallas Cowboys game to provide live 

storm updates.  Still, people heard the sirens, and they did what they were supposed to do. 
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Now many of you know me well enough by now to not be surprised that my immediate thoughts 

went to the Torah portion.  How Ironic that in the wake of this crazy storm, whose ruinous 

effects I was witnessing with my own eyes, do we turn to Parashat Noach, the story of the worst 

storm of all time; one that utterly destroyed civilization, with the exception of one family floating 

on an ark, and a menagerie of animals they brought with them.  One of the details of this story 

that has always irked me, that has always bothered me is that there was no warning of what was 

about to happen.  No ancient equivalent of tornado sirens warned the people of Noah’s 

generation of the flood.  Nowhere is Noah called a prophet, and nowhere does he seek to alert a 

single other human being of their impending doom.  God tells him what’s about to happen, but 

he doesn’t share that information with anyone.  In fact Noah doesn’t say anything at all.  He just 

dutifully builds the ark according to the dimensions and details he is provided.  But shockingly, 

and disturbingly, nowhere is it reported that Noah also understood his mission to help other 

people avoid the devastation of the flood.  And in the end, we know what happens.  The loss of 

life is total; the world is obliterated; Human life, animal life, plant life all has to start over.  But I 

can’t get passed the idea that no one even stood a chance.   

Apparently I’m not the only one who feels this way, because there is another story in the Bible 

that has so many of the same features, it’s uncanny!  So many of the exact same details, but with 

a radically different ending.  And that is the Book of Jonah.  Get ready to be astounded and 

astonished by the similarities in these two stories… 

Both stories are about the proliferation of sin that compels God to want to start over…In the 

Jonah story, the location is Ninveh, which was the largest metropolis of the time.  In Genesis, it 

is the world.  But they are practically interchangeable.   

In both stories the specific kind of sin is exactly the same:  Hamas, which is understood as 

violence, robbery, injustice, cruelty.  The point is that both Genesis and Jonah both indicate 

specifically that Hamas had proliferated in the world. 

In both stories, a 40 day time period is critical…40 days of deluge in Noah, and in 40 days the 

city of Ninveh will be destroyed in Jonah. 
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In both stories, both boats and water are game changers…in Noah it’s obvious why; in Jonah you 

remember that he heads for the sea to flee to Tarshish; and of course ends up being thrown into 

the sea by the others on the boat. 

Speaking of Tarshish and Nineveh, both of these cities are also mentioned in the Noah story!  

Did you know that?  Check it out in Genesis chapter 10!   

In both stories, animals and humans share the same fate; and in both stories the dove is a specific 

animal of interest…Noah dispatches a dove to search for land, and Jonah or Yonah means dove! 

Neither story is particularly Jewish…the people who will either be saved or destroyed are all 

non-Jews. 

And both stories feature a reluctant main character…Noah, who keeps his head down and does 

what he’s told, and Jonah, who tries to run away from the task he’s assigned.   

But of all these remarkable and utterly mind-blowing similarities there is one critical and pivotal 

difference:  In the Jonah story unlike the Noah story, the victims are warned ahead of time and 

given the chance to alter their fate.  It’s only five words, that’s all Jonah says:  Od arbaim yom 

ve’Ninveh ne’hepachat, in 40 days Ninveh will be destroyed.  But those five words are enough to 

inspire the people of the city to undertake radical change, and to change the outcome of the 

decree.  Like our friends in Dallas they pay attention to the warnings, they react to the alarms and 

sirens, and they survive. 

Many Bible scholars consider this to be an example of intertextuality; where one biblical texts 

interprets or clarifies another.  Noah without Jonah makes God seem capricious and uncaring. 

Like channel 5, the Dallas NBC affiliate that considered the Cowboys-Eagles game more 

important than warning people about an F-3 tornado ripping through the city.  But the Jonah 

story suggests that sometimes people will pay attention when they are alerted to danger.  

Sometimes people will heed the warnings.  Sometimes people will actually do something to 

change their fate.  And a God who offers us the possibility to change is a God of love and mercy. 

If you stop and think about it, there are many warning signs in our lives.  Whether it’s our health, 

our relationships, the health of the planet, our jobs, our grades in school…if you pay close 

attention, there are usually warning signs that appear quite a while before we are actually in 



4 
 

danger.  All of us have on occasion ignored some of those warnings signs, and sometimes there 

are real consequences to that.  Usually we have a grace period, arbaim yom/40 days, if you will, 

between a warning and a repercussion.  That’s our opportunity to do something about it, to take 

action, to work harder, to make necessary changes.  Rabbi Shlomo Riskin said that the rainbow, 

the symbol that God will never again destroy the world by flood is really only half the picture…a 

rainbow is only half of a circle.  God promises not to destroy humanity, but since we have all 

been created with freedom of choice, God cannot or will not guarantee that humanity will not 

destroy itself.    The other half of the rainbow is our responsibility.  Pay attention to the details, 

listen for the sirens, look out for the signs and the cautions, listen to the people in your life who 

care enough about you to share their concerns with you.  May God’s promise to Noah be fulfilled 

for each of us…Lo yihiyeh od ha’mayim l’mabul l’shacheit kol basar…may we never be 

swallowed up by a flood in our lives that could have been avoided, if we had only heeded the 

warnings. 

 

  


