
One Rosh Hashana, I took a long walk 
early in the morning so that I could think 
about what I wanted to communicate 
to God and to my congregation that 
year. Suddenly, I saw the most stunning 
rainbow, stretching down all the way 
to the ground on both sides with vivid 
and clear hues. The left side of the 
tremendous arc appeared to dip down 
right onto my house. The other side 
stretched south in a majestic sweep, with 
even a faint double rainbow, accenting 
and complementing its radical beauty.

I stood there with my mouth open, 
wishing I had someone to share it with 
and resolving to change my entire drasha 
to talk about appreciating the beauty 
of God’s world. In the end, I kept it to 
myself, but it came back to me this week 
as I read the story of Noach and the 
mabbul.

God brings a rainbow to show that He 

will never destroy the world again. The 
word “keshet” (rainbow) means a bow (as 
in bow-and-arrow). Even in English it’s 
called a bow, which occurs after it rains, 
because of the moisture in the air. In 
other words, the rainbow is named for a 
weapon. This is odd for two reasons:

(1) They could have called it a rain-
arc or rain-curve or multi-color band 
or sky palette or some other creative 
and beautiful name. Why name such a 
beautiful rainbow after an implement of 
violence?

(2) A rainbow symbolizes peace and 
God’s promise never to destroy the world 
again after the earth-shattering Biblical 
flood. Why would a symbol of peace be 
represented by a weapon of war?

The answer is very simple. One of the 
ways to call out in peace is to show a 
weapon in a peaceful way. Legend has it 

that the reason we shake hands (with our 
right hands) is to show that our swords 
remain sheathed. Our hands shake rather 
than slice. Ramban points out that this 
is also done by bowmen. They turn their 
bows around so that the arc of the bow 
faces their opponents; the tip of the 
arrow is pointed inwards, not outwards. 
This is a sign that they come in peace 
and do not intend to shoot. Ramban 
writes:

“The reason for this sign is that the rainbow 
was not made with its ends pointing 
upwards, as if Heaven was aiming down with 
it and shooting arrows all over the Earth, but 
it was done the opposite way to show that 
it does not aim down on us from Heaven. 
[This is] the way of warriors, who turn their 
weapons around in their hands when they 
call out in peace to those opposite them. 
Moreover, the bow has no string on which to 
fit an arrow…”
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FINDING YOUR SAFE HAVEN
We all know the story of Parshat Noach; 
the world and all of its inhabitants have 
become evil and therefore God sends a 
flood to destroy them. Before doing so, 
he commands Noah to build an ark for 
himself, his family, and representatives 
of each life form, so that they survive 
the upcoming flood. Noah, his family, 
and the animals live peacefully on the 
ark for 365 days until God spoke to Noah 
saying: “Leave the ark” (Bereishis 8:15-

9:7). Although Noah knew, through a 
series of tests, that the land was dry and 
habitable, he was still reluctant to leave. 
It wasn’t until he was commanded by 
Hashem that he left the ark. 

Why? Why would Noah want to remain 
enclosed in a wooden boat with 
hundreds of animals and only his family, 
when he could have left the serenity of 
his ark and repopulated the world? 

Well, to Noah, the ark which he lived in 
was his safe haven. He was reluctant 
because he knew once he stepped out 
of the ark and released the animals he 
would no longer be fully in the hands 
of Hashem. Noah knew he was always 
protected by Hashem when he lived in 
the ark, however once he entered the real 
world, he knew the constant protection 
would vanish. The animals would revert 
back to their natural ways. Predators will 
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Birth is not complete in the delivery room. Our 
primary offspring, Rashi explains (6:9), is our 
good deeds. The Maharal, in his commentary on 
Rashi known as Gur Aryeh, makes a fascinating 
statement, “our main offspring is our good 
deeds for through good deeds it is as if you give 
birth to yourself.” The way we complete our own 
personal birth is through the self-actualization 
of good deeds. The greatest offspring of a life 
committed to goodness and holiness is yourself.

Arks don’t have to be made of wood. The Baal 
Shem Tov explains that the ark that can save our 
generation from the tumultuous floods of despair 
are the words of prayer. In fact, the word “teivah” 
(ark) in Hebrew also means “word,” for through 
the words of prayer we can cope with the 
difficulties of our generation. 

The whole story of Noach, according to the Baal 
Shem Tov, is an allusion to the power of prayer. 
The dimensions of the Ark were 30x300x50 
which numerically corresponds to the letters ל-ש-ן 
meaning language. Our holy speech of prayer is 
what can help us cope with crisis. Just as Noach 
brought his whole family into the ark (7:1), so too, 
we must approach our individual prayer with the 
focus and breadth of one protecting their entire 
family.

Noach, Rashi (7:7) explains, “was of small faith 
and did not believe that the flood would come.” 
How can this criticism be understood in light of 
the earlier praise of Noach as a devoutly righteous 
individual (see 6:9)? Chassidic sources, like the 
Chassidic movement itself, punctuate that Rashi 
more optimistically. In Hebrew, Rashi’s words are 
as follows:

אף נח מקטני אמנה היה מאמין ואינו מאמין שיבוא המבול 

Instead of the aforementioned translation, 
Chassidic sources translate as follows: Noach even 
believed in those who have little faith and [he assumed 
they would do teshuva] and therefore did not believe 
the flood would come. 

Noach reminded us that we ourselves need to 
have some faith in those who don’t have faith in 
themselves and in God. 

The Torah tells us that Noach was righteous, 
and on his own merit he deserved to be spared 
from the Flood. However, God did not establish 
a covenant with Noach as He did with Avraham, 
because although Noach followed God’s 
instructions, Noach did not ask God to spare the 
lives of his fellow men.

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik explains (Chumash 
Mesoras HaRav, p. 61): “Noah’s shortcoming 
was that he did not pray for his contemporaries 
destined to die in the flood, since he could not 
perceive the potential for good within them. Noah 
did not see the potential within man. After the 
flood, Noah was shown the rainbow within the 
cloud to demonstrate that even though it may 
appear that certain corrupt souls may have no 
potential for good, this is untrue. God revealed 
the rainbow to Noah as an object lesson; within 
every dark cloud there is a possibility of seeing a 
rainbow full of color.”

Albeit a righteous man, Noach could not escape 
his generation’s blindness toward the plight 
of others. It is not enough to follow God’s 
commandments – we must also take into 
consideration the people around us and search 
for the good within them. 

It may not seem like much, but the difference 
between unity and conformity is crucial.

This distinction, in fact, lies at the heart of 
the amazing explanation of Rabbi Naftali Tzvi 
Yehudah Berlin (known as the Netziv) for the 
story of the tower of Bavel. He explains that the 
introduction to the story, “the whole earth was of 
one language and of common purpose” (Bereishis 
11:1) was actually their sin. The sin of the 
community of Babel was that they insisted that 
everyone should be the same. Everyone needed 
to conform to the same box. This, explains Netziv, 
was the purpose of the tower – it was a lookout 
ensuring no one in the community expressed 
their individuality. 

The Torah, however, reminds us that unity cannot 
be at the expense of individuality. A community 
that subverts individual expression cannot 
endure.
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SEE IT INSIDE
Parsha ideas that are so good, you have to see them inside!

PARSHA S NOACH

Jackie Gothard, president of Congregation Beth Israel in New Orleans, had a painful 

dilemma. Her community, like most of New Orleans, was ravaged by Hurricane 

Katrina, which swept through much of Southern United States in 2005. It remains 

one of the mostly costly and most deadly storms in the history of the country. 

The storms had destroyed Beth Israel, leaving soaked Torah scrolls, a submerged 

sanctuary, and tattered siddurim. The community, like all of New Orleans, was 

shattered. The community’s faith was also shaken. Hadn’t God promised never 

to bring a flood to destroy the world? The question weighed on Jackie. Just a few 

weeks following Katrina was Yom Kippur. Jackie Gothard knew the shul was 

shaken. In her Yom Kippur message, she shared the following inspiring words: 

…There we have it, God promised never again to destroy the whole world by 

flood. Every child in Hebrew School and Day School knows the story. Tell that 

to Diane and Sidney Cotlar, whose every room in their home was flooded, every 

floor, wall and closet was tainted with mold. Tell that to Toby and Joel Mendler, 

where the flood waters rose to the eaves of their roof and stayed there for two weeks. Tell 

that to Aidi and Alan Kansas, and to Judy and Irwin Lachoff, and Lisa and Lee Sand, who lost their 

homes, their cars, their clothes, their belongings. Tell that to any member of Beth Israel, and you all know by now the depth 

of the muck and mildew, the extent of the mold and destruction – not one prayer book, not one talis, not one Torah scroll is 

salvageable.

So far, the few items you see here–the velvet covers, the menorahs, the Yads – are our only souvenirs.

Would we dare to say that the flood waters destroyed our whole world? Of course there is heartbreak and sadness and loss 

of family treasures. But I would guess that Diane and Sidney would say how lucky they are to have Lisa and their precious 

grandson Stevie safe and near–that is their whole world. And Toby and Joel would say that their grandchildren, including 

their new baby Malie, have given them the hope and energy to look to the future. (And someday soon, Shari and Guy will 

have the wedding of their dreams, maybe even in Audubon’s Tea Room!) Aidi and Alan have Ian – safe and healthy and 

happy – that is their whole world. Lee and Lisa, and Judy and Irwin (with barely two months to adjust to newly-wedded life) 

– they have each other.

Our whole worlds are not our carpets, our furniture, our roofs, our businesses, our cars, our clothes–those are only parts 

of our whole world. The important components of our world are each other–our loved ones, our friends, our neighbors, our 

community, and our relationship with our God. 

The flood of Katrina destroyed a lot – but the inner worlds of Congregation Beth Israel managed to persevere and thrive.

RAMBAN 6:13 Why is robbery singled out as the sin for which God decided to bring the flood?

IBN EZRA 6:11 Why does the Torah specify that the earth became corrupted “before God”?

KLI YAKAR 6:13 The death of a leader can inspire others to examine their lives.

KLI YAKAR 6:15 The reason why the dimensions of Noach’s ark are specified.

RAMBAN 6:19 God’s approach to miracles – less is more.

RAMBAN 9:12 The meaning of the rainbow and the significance of the Hebrew term “bris.”

RAMBAN 10:8 The history of idolatry.

RABBEINU BACHAYA 11:11 Why aren’t we told that Shem, the son of Noach, died?

RAMBAN 11:28 Why do we know so little about Avraham’s childhood?
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Elisheva Kaminetsky is the Director of 
Religious Guidance at HALB’s Stella K. 
Abraham High School for Girls.

WHAT EDUCATOR MOST 
INFLUENCED YOUR PERSONAL 
EDUCATIONAL STYLE AND 
THINKING?

Mrs. Chaya Neuman, a”h, the former 
principal of Bruriah High school. I 
attended Bruriah for high school and 
started my teaching career there. Her 
commitment to innovative education 
that took into the account the needs of 
the whole child and the whole person 
was something that deeply impacted 

upon me personally, as well as my 
philosophy of education.

HOW HAS WOMEN’S RELIGIOUS 
LIFE CHANGED SINCE YOU 
WERE A CHILD?

First of all, the educational quality 
has increased tremendously. The 
opportunities for women’s learning has 
multiplied greatly. The way I may have 
learned post-high school is now the way 
students are being taught in high school. 
The opportunities for women to be 
involved in community and to contribute 
back to the community is manifold.

WHAT IS YOUR FAVORITE 
MITZVAH AND WHY?

The mitzvah of “Lamadchem es bneichem,” 
whether that means my children or, like 
Rashi explains, my students who are 
like my children, because a life of Torah 
and mitzvos is something which I’m 
deeply passionate about and the ability 
to be able to share that passion and to 
inspire others is something that is deeply 
important to me, but also something 
which obligates me to continue to fuel 
my own passion, to continue to learn on 
my own, to be inspired and not just to 
leave that for my own sake, but to be able 
to share that with other people.

To receive a digital 
copy of this Parsha 
Newsletter or to 
bring one to your 
shul, please contact 
synagogue@ou.org.
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hunt prey again. Noah and his family 
would be left alone, in a newly created 
world of nothingness, left to fend for 
themselves surrounded by danger and 
struggles. So it is no wonder that Noah 
was reluctant to take the initiative and 
just simply leave the ark.

Just as the ark is a safe haven for Noah, 
we too have a safe haven. As the Jewish 
people, we have the obligation to pray 
each morning and immerse ourselves in 
Torah study. In many ways, that is our 

safe haven. Each day we are faced with a 
new opportunity, a new experience, and 
a new struggle. Immersing ourselves in 
Torah study and prayer, especially first 
thing in the morning, reminds us that we 
are not existing for or by ourselves. So 
life may be easier when we are learning 
Torah. All of the worldly troubles seem 
to fade away as we push ourselves closer 
to Hashem. However, just as Noah was 
commanded to leave his ark, so too are 
we. How can we apply what we have 

learned and use it to fulfill our jobs on 
Earth if we do not step outside and take 
what we learned to transform the world 
and make it into G-d’s home. How can 
we grow as individuals if we are always 
surrounded by comfort and never faced 
with struggles? In order to understand 
our own strength, and increase our own 
potential we must step outside of our 
own safe havens. 

Ariella Kovach, from Upstate New York, is a 
member of NCSY’s National Board
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In other words, the symbol of the 
rainbow is that God will never fire an 
‘arrow’ like the Biblical flood upon the 
world again. 

In addition to the bow, Hashem also 
makes it appear within a cloud. “…this 
is the sign of my covenant and that I 
am giving between Me and you and 
between all living creatures and are with 
you forever: My bow I have put in the 
cloud… (Genesis 9:12-13) In the words 
of Rabbi Amnon Bazak: “A cloud in the 
Torah is a symbol of something covered 
and hidden…When clouds appear in the 
sky and the rainbow appears, it is a sign 
that the bow remains in its sheath and 
that the weapon will no longer be used 
against all mankind.”

In recent years, we have suffered quite a 
few natural disasters of great magnitude, 
from Hurricane Katrina and the tsunami 
in Indonesia to earthquakes, tornadoes, 
Superstorm Sandy and Hurricane 
Matthew in Haiti. We may sometimes 
feel as if there are divine arrows shooting 
down upon us. Don’t be fooled into 
thinking this! If God wanted to send 
arrows down upon us, He could do much 
worse! (lo aleinu)

However, these natural disasters are a 
kind of a wake-up call to us. They disrupt 
our lives in sometimes painful ways and 
shake us loose from our natural routines. 
They require us to decide if we really care 
about other people across the world and 
whether or not we will step up to help.

True, the shake-up is God’s doing. But 
what we do with the shake-up and 
afterwards is up to us.

The midrash says Noach spent many 
years building the teiva so that people 
would see that he was getting ready for 
the flood. Maybe some of his neighbors 
got nervous and wondered if they should 
build boats too. You know, just in case. 
Maybe it shook them up just a little. But 
it didn’t shake any of them up enough 
to actually make a change in their lives, 
to become better people and better 
world citizens. Let’s hope that Hashem’s 
message for us will stick a little better. 

Rabbi Avi Heller is Regional Director for 
New Jersey and Rockland County for the OU’s 
Department of Community Engagement.


