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  צבתא בצבתא מתעבדא, וצבתא קמייתא מאן עבד?
Tongs are made using other tongs. So who made the �rst ever set of tongs? 
 
This question, recorded in the Talmud (Pesachim 54a) in the name of Rabbi Yehudah, at �rst feels a little bit 
ridiculous. And then it makes you wonder. Tongs are made with tongs. The history of tongs is just a regression 
of tongs. Tongs all the way down. How did it ever start?  
 
Rabbi Yehudah concludes, as is recorded in the �fth chapter of Pirkei Avot: the �rst set of tongs were made by 
Hashem, in the last moments of creation on the sixth day, in just the same time as the Mann,  the talking 
Donkey the luchot and, starring in our parasha-- the rainbow. Like these other creations, the �rst set of Tongs 
was a miracle.  
 
A very particular kind of miracle. The subtle kind.  
 
There’s another kind of miracle, and it’s the kind that hits you over the head. Two years ago I had the 
opportunity to travel to Australia. The entire country is gorgeous, but the Great Barrier Reef was transcendent. 
After my �rst round of snorkeling, I returned to the boat and remarked to my friends, “I think Hashem is just 
showing o�.” I could have stayed underwater there for days just watching the �sh and the plants, the colors and 
the patterns and the smooth unity of it all. It was the most extravagantly beautiful thing I have ever seen.  
 
There’s a strong inclination to say: no-no--  that’s not a miracle. Miracles are a change from the natural state, and 
this is nature in its most natural.  
 
Maimonides more or less makes this argument in his commentary on the �fth chapter of Pirkei Avot. 
Maimonides argues that what some might call miracles are just nature behaving in ways that it could behave in at 
any time. Usually that potential is unactualized, but the potential is there-- it’s built into creation-- and therefore 
what might seem like miraculous moments, he uses as an example the splitting of the sea, are just part of nature. 
Cool, but not a miracle.  
 
Nachmanides, the Ramban, in his Thirteenth Century commentary to the Torah,  brings this same perspective 
to the rainbow. He quotes from the verses in our Parasha:  

 
  בראשית פרק ט

ם יֵניֶכ֔ ן ֵּביִנ֙י ּוֵב֣ י ֹנֵת֗ את ֽאֹות־ַהְּבִרי֙ת ֲאֶׁשר־ֲאִנ֣ ֹ֤ ים ז אֶמר ֱא-�ִה֗ ֹ֣   (יב) ַוּי
12 God said, “This is the sign of the covenant that I make between me and you and every living creature that is 
with you, for all future generations:  
13 I have set my rainbow in the clouds, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and the earth.  
 
And the nature of that covenant is that waters shall never again become a �ood to destroy all �esh.  
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ר ת ָּכל־ָּבָׂשֽ ִי֙ם ְלַמּ֔בּול ְלַׁשֵח֖ ה ֤עֹוד ַהַּמ֙ ְהֶי֨ א־ִיֽ ֹֽ   ְול
 
Nachmanides notices that the verse makes it sound like the the rainbow hadn’t been there previously-- and now,  

 ועתה ברא ה' חדשה לעשות קשת בשמים ביום ענן.
Now Hashem made something new: that there will be a rainbow in the sky on a cloudy day. 
 
But the Ramban has a problem:  

  ואנחנו על כרחנו נאמין לדברי היונים
Unfortunately, against our will we have to believe the words of the Greeks. Ramban was a scientist, and here, it 
foils his reading of the Torah. Because, the Ramban writes, “the sun’s blaze hits wet air-- that’s what causes the 
rainbow. And if you place a vessel of water in the sunlight, you can see rainbows.  
 
Yes, here we have a Torah commentator bringing a hermeneutic argument from science.  
 
So the Ramban changes his argument. It must be that the rainbow had been there all along-- but now it had 
meaning. Now the rainbow was a symbol of the covenant of peace between God and man. But it was there all 
along. Just a part of nature.  
 
But there’s a problem with the Ramban-- and that is that our Mishnah precedes him by a thousand years, and 
the Mishnah puts the rainbow up there with the talking donkey and the manna and the luchot and other 
miraculous items. But the Ramban knew the Mishnah. Maybe he would have said: no, the rainbow still belongs 
on the list.  
 
It’s like the tongs.  
 
It’s subtle, it appears often, and you wouldn’t necessarily stop to think about it-- but then you do and it’s 
amazing. With the tongs, when you stop to think about it, you think about how tongs are made with tongs, and 
how the �rst set of tongs were a miracle. With rainbows, you think about how amazing it is that light can do 
that-- and that rainbows represent a dramatic, world-altering promise between man and God.  
 
It’s about the subtle miracles. Not the one-o� �ash-bang of the invention of the rainbow, it’s the gorgeous, 
ongoing symbol of promise and relationship. A symbol that yes, exists naturally, but is a miracle nonetheless. 
Pause, notice it, the Rabbis of the Talmud encourage us--  make a blessing:  

 ָּברּו� ַאָּתה ה' ֶא-לֹוֵהינּו ֶמֶל� ָהעֹוָלם זֹוֵכר ַהְּבִרית ְוֶנֱאָמן ִּבְבִריתֹו ְוַקָים ְּבַמֲאָמרֹו
Blessed are You, Hashem our G‑d, King of the universe, who remembers the covenant, and is faithful to His 
covenant, and keeps His promise. 
 
The rainbow encourages us to cultivate in ourselves the ability to see miracles and make blessings on them. Our 
lives are full of negativity and skepticism. “That’s not interesting, that’s how it always works. That’s just 
normal.” Wrong-- that’s amazing because it works that way.  
 
Fill your life with wonder.  
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Earlier this week I was sitting outside of shul taking a phone call on the front steps when a class of JCC 
preschool students walked by. Their teacher was instructing them to notice the �owers-- Look at all the colors!--- 
and collect all di�erent kinds of fall leaves. Their teacher was helping them to experience wonder-- but the truth 
of the matter is children don’t need help with that.  
Adults do.  
 
The Rainbow stands against our eternal, human pull towards negativity, boredom and cynicism. Light refracted 
through a rainy day, inspiring wonder.  
 
Our Parasha begins in a cycle of destruction and violence. The word for destruction is שחת-- hear how it’s 
repeated in the beginning of our parasha:  

  יא ַוִּתָּׁשֵחת ָהָאֶרץ, ִלְפֵני ָהֱא-�ִהים; ַוִּתָּמֵלא ָהָאֶרץ, ָחָמס.
The earth became corrupt-- שחת  - before God; the earth was �lled with lawlessness.  

    יב ַוַּיְרא ֱא-�ִהים ֶאת-ָהָאֶרץ, ְוִהֵּנה ִנְׁשָחָתה:  ִּכי-ִהְׁשִחית ָּכל-ָּבָׂשר ֶאת-ַּדְרּכֹו, ַעל-ָהָאֶרץ.
When God saw how corrupt- שחת - the earth was for all �esh had corrupted--שחת- it’s ways on earth.  

 יג ַוּיֹאֶמר ֱא-�ִהים ְלֹנַח, ֵקץ ָּכל-ָּבָׂשר ָּבא ְלָפַני--ִּכי-ָמְלָאה ָהָאֶרץ ָחָמס, ִמְּפֵניֶהם; ְוִהְנִני ַמְׁשִחיָתם, ֶאת-ָהָאֶרץ
God said to Noah, “I have decided to put an end to all �esh, for the earth is �lled with lawlessness because of 
them: I am about to destroy them- שחת - with the earth.  
 
A few times over, Hashem tells Noah that the purpose of the �ood is שחת-- to destroy all �esh that breathes-- 
 ְלַׁשֵחת ָּכל-ָּבָׂשר ֲאֶׁשר-ּבֹו רּוַח ַחִּיים
 
A cycle of   שחת. Humans destroyed, so Hashem destroyed. And the cycle doesn’t end with the �ood. It ends 
with the covenant of the Rainbow:  a promise that the  waters shall never again become a �ood to destroy -- ת ְלַׁשֵח֖
-- all �esh.  

ר ת ָּכל־ָּבָׂשֽ ִי֙ם ְלַמּ֔בּול ְלַׁשֵח֖ ה ֤עֹוד ַהַּמ֙ ְהֶי֨ א־ִיֽ ֹֽ   ְול
 
The rainbow puts the cycle to a halt-- you can be destructive but I, God, won’t perpetuate it.  
 
God is out of the cycle, the rainbow is a symbol of God’s promise, but it’s a reminder and a sign for us also-- 
encouraging us to �ll our lives with wonder, and maybe we’ll notice things more, care for things more, love 
things more, and cause less destruction.  
 
During our lunch break on my Great Barrier Reef trip, some Marine Biologists spoke about how Global 
Warming is destroying the reef. Indeed, in the last two years, since I was there, half of the reef has died o� due to 
rising sea temperatures. The Biologists at the reef knew this was coming--  they felt that it was essential to bring 
people to the reef, to show them its majesty-- because the wonder of it all might inspire people to change their 
destructive ways.  
 
Parashat Noach reminds us of the terrible potential of the cycle of human and heavenly destruction, שחת. The 
Rainbow represents God’s unilateral end to that cycle, and reminds us of the role that we need to play as well. To 
do our very best to put an end to our destructive impulses,  by cultivating our sense of wonder.  
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The Mishnah in Pirkei Avot suggests that Tongs are a miracle. Most of the things we encounter in the world are 
even more evidently miraculous. Let us be partners in protecting God’s creation by recognizing the wonder of it 
all.  
Shabbat Shalom. 
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