


requires follow-through. Not only must one do the 

work to discover the truest application of law, one must 

then do the work to carry it out, while compromising 

along the way. Tzedek means working toward clarity of 

what is most right in any situation and having the chutz

pah (i1�¥D) to stand up for that clear rectitude without 

fear of the outcome. 

From another angle, we learn from Shimon the 

Tzadik, "Do not be as servants who are serving the 

master in order to receive a reward, rather be as se r 

vants who are serving the master not in order to receive 

a reward; and may the fear of heaven be upon you."2 A

true tzadik, such as Shimon was, does not act with 

tzedek in pursuance of any reward other than enacting 

tzedek in the world. 

If we accept these two pieces of Rabbinic wisdom as 

a baseline definition of tzedek, the story of Noah glows 

with new light. Noah, according to the midrash, 

brought order to the world with his very birth. His 

presence in the world changed the ways of nature from 

a chaotic hodgepodge of planted seeds sprouting ran

domly as other grains, 3 animals of all species mating 

with each other, 4 and tides fluctuating wildly, 5 to the

laws of nature we see today. This change reflects a line 

well cited throughout Jewish literature: Tzadik y'sod olam 

(o�iY Tl'D� v,l'�). "The tzadik is the foundation of the

universe" (Proverbs 10:25). These midrashim point to

tzedek as an inherent quality of Noah's very existence.

By his mere birth, the natural order became clearer

-tzedek was established throughout the fabric of Cre

ation. Further, his birth righted the power relationships

between humans and farm animals, which had

rebelled, 6 and brought about the invention of farming 

tools.7

The agricultural metaphors in these midrashim guide 

us to a deeper understanding of the relationship 

between Noah, tzedek, and the universe. The reordering 

of crops and farm animals gives us a sense of the power 

of tzedek. Without it, the regularity and stability we 

require for our subsistence is undermined, leading to 

the destabilization of the very foundation of our civi

lization. Noah's connection to the tools of farming also 

shows the effects of tzedek. Not only does tzedek order 

the disordered, but it provides the tools to harvest this 

order. 

These impacts of Noah's birth display the underlying 

character of tzedek, but his lived experience of preparing 

for the destruction of the world are even more instruc

tive as to the role tzedek plays in our human interac

tions. The Torah itself has little to say about Noah's 

process in creating the ark, but one midrash elaborates 

upon the story: 

Rav Huna said in the name of Rabbi Yosei: For one hundred 

and twenty years, the Holy One kept warning the generation 

of the flood in the hope that they would resolve to repent. 

When they did not repent, God said to Noah, "Make thee an 

ark of cedarwood." Noah proceeded to plant cedars. When 

asked, "Why these cedars?" he would reply, "The Holy One is 

about to bring a flood upon the world, and God told me to 

make an ark, that I and my family might escape." They 

mocked and ridiculed him. In the meantime, he watered the 

cedars, which kept growing. 8

We may compare the generation of the Flood to the rest 

of the world prior to Noah's birth. Just as there was no 

order to agriculture, the humans of that world were 

depraved. Just as there were no agricultural tools, the 

humans of that world were impeded in accomplishing 

right action. In short, the people of the generation of 

the flood were unable to behave justly and act upon the 

information they were granted. When confronted with a 

person with clear purpose who is working toward a spe

cific end in the name of a divine command, their only 

response is ridicule. 

The midrash continues: 
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