BEING LOYAL, FRIENDLY, AND UNSELFISH
NOAH 1981
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Noah was a man who, according to certain rabbis, was only righteous in his own generation. If he had lived in another generation, he would not be considered righteous. Noah did not feel that he really needed people but we all need others.
When the flood was over Noah first sent a raven. A raven in Hebrew is Orev. Orev can mean a guarantor but an Orev is not a true friend. An Orev uses you. The raven made an impassioned speech before Noah sent him. He said, “Noah, you are prejudiced. You must hate me. There is only my mate and me. You are sending me out to be destroyed. The kosher birds have seven apiece. Why are you sending me?” But when he went out and found some carrion, he pounced upon it sitting and eating. He forgot all about his friends in the ark. His high words meant nothing. There was a big gap between what he said and what he did. He did not come back to the ark and tell them about the good news. He pursued his own selfish course. He would use anybody or anything for his own advancement.
The dove, on the other hand, is a loyal animal. According to tradition, it has only one mate and stays loyal to it. The dove did not make any speeches. He, in his own quiet way, found that the waters had subsided and brought this information back to his friends. He was a true friend. He was willing to sacrifice for his friends, to give of himself.
Unfortunately, in our day loyalty and friendship are not considered valuable. People are always advised to dump their friends. If things become inconvenient, if they need your help, forget about them. This is not the proper way, as the following story illustrates: Three men were shipwrecked on a desert island.
One of them finds a bottle and out of it springs a genie. The genie says, “You each have one wish.” The first man said, “I miss my family so much, please send me back.” Poof, it was done. The second one said, “I miss my job very much, please send me back.” Poof, it was done. The third one, an Aggie, looked at the genie and said, “Gee, now I feel so lonely without my friends, please bring them back.” Unhappily, that’s the way many people are. They look out only for themselves, not for their friends also.

INDIVIDUALISM, COOPERATION, FRIENDSHIP
NOAH 1982
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Noah, we learn about the sin of the generation that built the Tower of Babel. What was the matter with what they did? They all got together and decided to build a Tower. They had learned from the errors of the generation of the flood and were now cooperating and helping one another. What was wrong with that? The Rabbis say that they got so involved in the idea of the making of the Tower that they lost sight of the individual. When a brick would fall, they would all cry and mourn, but when a human being would fall and die, they did not care and would go on working. After all, the project was more important than a human being.
In the generation before the flood, the people were seized by rampant individualism. Everyone thought they were entitled to what they could take. The strong could take whatever he could from the weak. Violence was also rampant. In the generation after the flood, there was not this problem. There was no rampant feeling that cooperation was bad. However, the individual was to be sacrificed to the ideal. In our day today, we have many of these ideas bandied about. We have those even in this country who would desert the weak and the helpless and say, it is not our concern if they cannot make it. Especially in communist countries, societies say that we all must cooperate but we are willing to sacrifice the individual for the group.
Judaism says that both these ideas are wrong. As usual, we are not an either or philosophy. We say you have to have both. You have to have individualism and cooperation. The minyan is the symbol of this. We need a quorum of ten to say all the prayers, but each one prays individually with the Chazan just saying the last lines. We believe that there has to be a floor in society. Everyone’s needs must be taken care of and then you can compete after that. In the story of Cain and Abel, Cain made the same mistake as the people in the Tower of Babel would come to make. He thought since he was commanded by G-d to rule over the earth, to conquer it, to discover its secrets, that that was his only job. When his brother, Abel, got in his way, he killed him. He knew Abel was still his brother. He even acknowledged that afterwards when he said, “Hashomer Achi Anochi”, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” He was so filled with an ideal that he did not have time for anything else. That’s why when the sacrifices that each brought are discussed it says, “Vayeesha Adashem”, “and G-d turned to Abel and his sacrifice”. Vayeesha is a strange word. It is not the usual word for “turn”. It also means time. Cain did not have any time for anything else or anybody else so G-d did not have time for him or his sacrifice. When Abel brought his sacrifice, it says, “Havi Gamhu”, “he brought also himself”.
To be a friend is important, to be concerned about individuals as individuals. All these theoretical discussions about the rights of the state and the rights of the individual all boil down to acts of friendship on a personal level. We human beings need more than goals and ideals. We also need warmth and friends. Sometimes it is very difficult to make our way in the world, especially when people change countries and cultures. We need friends. When Cain talked about his brother, he said, “Hashomer Achi Anochi”, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” and he used a strange word, Shomer. You might think he would use Oreiv. The word Oreiv means responsibility in a business sense. He was willing to be responsible for his brother in a business sense if his brother would help him socialize, social climb, help him in his work. Otherwise, not. Shomer means to be a friend even when you are not using them. Cain could not understand friendship. The story is told about a man in an office whose best friend was transferred to Europe. All the other office workers came up to him and offered him regrets that he was losing his best friend. He said, “Oh, don’t worry. He was only an acquaintance. He was not my friend.” The other people said, “But, we saw you laugh together, drink together, play together, go out together. How come he is not your friend?” He responded, “That’s true. We did all these things together but we did not cry together.” A true friend helps you when you really need him even if it costs him time, energy, and even a happy frame of mind.
Many of you have come from a different country and the adjustment in America is very difficult. It is a culture shock. We all need friends to overcome our problems. We have to learn how to be good friends to lead a good life. Too often, we repeat the same sin of Cain and the Tower of Babel. We are only interested in people if we can use them. Otherwise, we are not interested at all. That’s not the way we should act. Everyone needs friends. I am reminded of a story of two apples in a tree looking down on the world. One said to the other, “Look at the human beings. Look how they are quarreling and fighting. Pretty soon we will inherit the earth.” The other apple said, “Which one, the red apples or the green apples?” Competition is okay after we have a firm foundation of friendship.

NO PESSIMISM, NO DEFEATISM; YES POSITIVISM, YES LIFE
NOAH 1982
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

The Torah describes Noah as an Eish Tzadik Tomeem. Noah is referred to as an Eish, a man, a man of achievement. He invented the plow. He is also referred to as a Tzadik. He was interested in others and he gave charity. He also was Tomeem which meant he was whole. He did not need drugs or alcohol to face life. The Torah also revealed he was additionally wholehearted and righteous in his generation. Some interpret this to Noah’s detriment, that only in his generation would he be considered righteous, not in Abraham’s generation.

However, others interpret it to his praise. If he could remain righteous in his generation, look how much more righteous he would have been in another generation. Immediately after the flood an incident happened which is hard to understand. The first act that Noah does when he leaves the Ark is to plant a vineyard and then to get drunk. This incident is recorded with a frightening aftermath. After Noah gets drunk and reveals himself in the tent, we learn that his son, Haim, saw the nakedness of his father and told his brothers. The rabbis are very harsh in their interpretation and they say that Haim castrated his father. Therefore, they say that he and Haim’s fourth son who participated in this act were cursed. Whether, as according to these rabbis, he castrated Noah or he just belittled him, as other rabbis say, Noah as a force in mankind’s history was finished. He becomes an impotent figure. The tragedy of the flood had destroyed him. Here was a wholehearted man who did not need drugs or alcohol but after the flood he needed them.
Perhaps that is what is meant by “he was wholehearted in his generation”. When he saw the tragedy that overtook his generation, he could not take it. He became filled with pessimism and defeatism. The rabbis say that this is very similar to what happened to some of his descendants during the building the Tower of Babel. It said “and all the people were of one language and of a few words”. The rabbis interpret “few words” as meaning that the people had a few words against G-d, that they believed that G-d was only a destroyer, a capricious ruler who killed and destroyed humanity as a game. They had sharp words against G-d. Others interpret that “few words” means these people no longer believed in G-d. They just believed that every 1600 years a tragedy occurs which destroys humanity, that the earth is cyclical, that in life we have birth, teenage, middle-age, old age, and death so the cycle of the world was a few thousand years and then tragedy destroyed everything on it. People had no hope. When it said they wanted to build a Tower, what they wanted to do was to leave a mark on the world to proclaim that they were there even if they were destroyed. This is much the same way we left a mark on the moon, to show that we were there even though nobody can live on the moon. They did not care if thousands or even millions were killed leaving this mark. They did not believe that love and kindness or compassion would do anything. They confronted tragedy and it overwhelmed them.
In Judaism, we believe in life, not death. Our toast is L’Chaim. So many of our young people are overwhelmed by life. They do not want to make any commitments. Many of them are overcome with a sense of pessimism. The feel making commitments does no good because everything is going to turn out bad anyway.
I am reminded of the story of the fellow who attended a lecture. The lecturer said, “In four billion years the sun will explode and destroy the world.” The fellow stood up and said, “What did you say?” He said, “In four billion years the sun will explode and destroy the world.” The man looked at him and said, “Thank G-d, I thought you said four million years. Indeed hard things exist in life. Tragedies fill life. We are to look to the positive things. This young couple who are getting married are making a positive decision. They are choosing life. The sin of Noah and the builders of the Tower of Babel led to violence and cruelty. Choosing life leads to compassion, beauty, and love. Our business is to choose life. Let us all do it.

THE MOON, WORKING TOGETHER, HOPE
NOAH 1983
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Today is Rosh Chodesh. Rosh Chodesh is a uniquely Jewish holiday. It speaks about renewal and coming back again. The Jewish calendar is based on the moon corrected by the sun. Every new month starts with a new moon. Since there are only 354 days in the lunar calendar, we lose 11 days every year. This means that seven out of every 19 years, or approximately one out of every three years, we have a leap year in the Jewish calendar. The secular calendar is based only on the sun and the Moslem calendar is based only on the moon.

The symbol of the Jewish people has always been that of the moon. The prime reason for this is that the moon does not have any light of its own. It only reflects a higher light. We, too, will only remain Jews when we reflect the higher light of Judaism’s teaching, when we are true to the light of Hashem. Also, the moon comes back. It disappears several days every month, but then it appears again as a little sliver in the sky. Many times people confuse the new moon with the full moon. The new moon is very small just as a baby when it is born is very small. Otherwise, woe to the mother! It grows, then diminishes, and finally disappears. It always, though, comes back. That is the symbol of the Jewish people. We always come back and we are tied to this world. Therefore, we always correct the moon calendar by the sun. The symbol of other nations is the sun. It rises and then falls. A new sun comes the next day and a new nation appears and then falls.
To the Western world, the moon has no relationship to the calendar because no real hope of redeeming this world lies in the West. The next world is important and to the Moslem the moon is important. Personal renewal is important, but it is not connected to this world. We Jews believe we must perfect ourselves in this world. The world and we in it can be renewed. True, we, as individuals, go through the phases of the moon and eventually are no more, but that is where children and grandchildren come in. We believe these ideals will persist in our children and grandchildren and eventually the world will be redeemed. We do not believe that everything is blind chance and there is no hope. We, as individuals, may not live to see the world perfected but some of our grandchildren, great‑grandchildren or great-great-grandchildren might. Sure, there are always going to be problems, but we can come back from them. This same message is really stated in the story about the Tower of Babel. After all, what was so bad about the people building a tower? They were showing that they could cooperate with one another. They were engaged in a useful enterprise. The Medrash tells us that they were willing to sacrifice people for building the Tower and this was wrong. However, it does not say that in the Torah. It says, “and they said, ‘Let us build for us a city and a tower and its head will be in the heavens and we will make for ourselves a name.’” This seems reasonable. However, if we examine carefully we will see that the reason they wanted to build this Tower was not so that they could live better lives, not so that they would have more space for energy or commerce or learning. They conceived and developed the idea of building the Tower so that they would leave their name. They were convinced that every 1600 years or so the earth would be destroyed by a great flood. There was no hope. There was no point in trying to improve anything. All they wanted to do was leave a sign that they had been here, the same way we did when we sent a man into space and to the moon just to show that we have been here.
Of course, in the case of the moon and rockets, we are not doing it out of a sense of hopelessness, but these people were. They were not interested anymore in making a just and a good society. They just wanted to leave their mark, sort of like when I grew up there were signs everywhere saying “Kilroy was here”. The universe should know they were here. That’s why later on it says, “lest we will be scattered on all the face of the earth”, but the word for scatter, Nofutz, also means “will be exploded, will be destroyed”. G-d did scatter them so they should not be influenced by this great pessimism, so they would have hope and continue to persevere.
So many times people feel that they cannot come back, that things are just too much for them. We should never feel that way. We should always remember that the symbol of the Jewish people is the moon, that we can always come back even if our beginnings are small. We should always remember to work together to do so. That’s what is important. We should always treat each other well and never give up hope. I am reminded of the story of the man who gathered together his 100 employees and introduced them to his new son-in-law. He said, °I want to introduce you to Marvin, my new son-in-law. Don’t treat him special. Treat him just like anyone else who is going to take over the business in two years.” We should all treat each other as if we will be able to perfect this world soon. None of us should ever give up.

MEASUREMENT, EXCESS, GOODNESS, PROGRESS
NOAH 1993
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Today is not only the Torah portion, Noah, but today is also Rosh Chodesh, the first day of the month of Cheshvan. On this day we take out two Torahs. We say Hallel. We also say a special Mussaf. Overall, this is an occasion for introspection, for personal evaluation, for confronting those issues that trouble us and prevent us from fulfilling our responsibilities as Jews. An examination of Moshe Rabbeinu can serve as guidance. The rabbis tell us three concepts bothered Moshe Rabbeinu. The first one was the making of the menorah. It says, “This is the making of the menorah.” The second concept that bothered Moshe was the Jewish calendar when it says, “This month shall be for you.” Then the third was when it talked about the laws of kashruth, etc, when it says, “This thing which is unclean should be for you.” The rabbis say that Moshe Rabbeinu had a lot of trouble with these elements. That’s why it says the word “Hazeh - this” and G-d, Himself, had to show him how to build a menorah and how exactly to declare the new month and about the calendar and G-d had to show him exactly what it meant my Tomeh and Tor and kosher and treif. The rabbis ask why did these particular things affect Moshe? After all, many concepts in Jewish law are much more complicated, yet precisely these three concepts bothered Moshe Rabbeinu. The rabbis reply that these are three essential elements that a person needs to lead a good, upright, and holy life. The difficulty is we do not know how to live them with a sense of proportion. We know that in Hebrew one is considered a very good person who is a Baal Needos, a person who knows how to measure things, since many times we can cause a great deal of evil by doing excessively good things.

That’s one of the reasons the rabbis say that the world was destroyed by water and not by fire. Usually when we think of destruction, we think of fire, not water, because water is something that is very good. Water is something that we pray for many, many times during the year. Water is something that we know we need to grow crops and to live on this land. We know that without water we, ourselves, will die very quickly. We can last without food for more than a month but we cannot last without water for more than three or four days, so we know that water is something priceless. But if water is pushed too much, if we have too much water, too much of a good thing will also kill us. Look at the floods that happened in the Midwest this past year or the floods that have happened in Houston in years past, so too much water is no good either. Therefore, we have to know how to balance things.
We know that the menorah stands for ideals, and a person has to live a life based on ideals. We know that we Jews always aim for perfection, although we should not be surprised if we do not reach it. We know that we are always trying to do things better and better, trying to make this world a wonderful place, a world that is filled with brotherhood and peace and harmony and love and justice and compassion; and we know that we have to work at achieving this world. It is a very difficult thing to do, but ideals, themselves, can lead us down the wrong path. We have to know how to measure ideals and how to use ideals in the correct way.
Unfortunately, we have seen in our own day how ideals have run amok and caused a great deal of harm and grief to humanity. Communism was a wonderful ideal. From each according to his ability and to each according to his need. Who can think of a better statement for a society than that? But the problem is the society ended up in gulags and 20 million people being killed. It ended up by people forcing their views on other people. We know that even in America today if the American electorate is faced with a choice between an ideologue and a crook, it will always choose a crook because how much can a crook steal? An ideologue, however, will take your freedom. He will force his ideas down your throat. He will try to make you do things you do not believe in, and if you do not go along with him, he will even have you killed. Ideals are wonderful but we have to know how to balance ideals. The rabbis say that at the time of the flood the people followed their ideals to the letter. They believed in rampant individualism: Everybody should do what they felt doing, and this led to a great deal of progress in human society, too. Rabbis even said genetic research happened at that time, that the people had learned how to manipulate the genetic code. Of course, by so doing they were not only able to cure diseases but they were also able to create monsters. We know that people by just pursuing their own goals let society fall apart; i.e., society fell into violence and chaos, with the stronger taking what they wanted and the weaker being set upon, harmed, and hurt. After the flood the people learned the exact opposite lesson. They said, “Well, the reason we had the flood was because of rampant individualism. Now we have to have a collective and all work together on a project,” and they worked on building the Tower. The problem there was that they did not have any room for individuality at all. In meeting ideals, we have to learn we must implement them but in the correct way. We cannot go overboard.
That, of course, is one of the underlying messages of the Akeidah, the binding of Isaac, that even G-d cannot ask us to sacrifice our children for an ideal. That is not the way to achieve an ideal. That is a terrible way to achieve an ideal, so when we come even to working for ideals, for things to make society work better and make it stronger, we have to take into account individuality. We have to balance our ideals. Weave to balance the holidays, the Luach. What do the holidays emphasize? They emphasize family. They emphasize the fact that we should appreciate what we do have. On Shabbos we are man the appreciator, no longer man the creator. We should appreciate what we have because in our zeal to make things better, we can actually make them worse. In our zeal to destroy that which is evil, we can destroy that which is good. We can make society much worse and not better. In our zeal to try to impose our ideals on others, we will not use the restraint that is necessary. We have to think about preserving families. We have to think about singing together and dancing together as we do on different holidays. We have to think about the effect on nature, as we do on Succos. We have to think what we are doing with freedom when it comes to Pesach. We have to think what we do for law and justice, which we do on Shavuos, and we have to look how these things impinge on the individual which is Yom Kippur and Rosh Hashonna. Even in our pursuit of ideals we have to have restraint, and the restraints are given to us by our calendar. They are given to use openly by looking out when there is a new moon, and when everybody can see the new moon, certain things that are wrong become clear. Also, when it come to Shabbos, you may not can tell that it is Shabbos by nature, but you can tell when Shabbos is violated in that people no longer have respect for their families as a unit, that they no longer become man the appreciator. At that time, they will only try to become man the creator and this will create havoc not only with their nervous system but with society as a whole.
Finally, we have the idea of having personal purity. Many times, people will work for goals, they will work to improve society, and they even accomplish many important things, but these people themselves are nasty people. They, themselves, are people who in their personal lives are not pure. They are not faithful husbands or wives. They are not people who are concerned really with other people. They take shortcuts. They maybe cheat people. They may be in their personal lives cruel and vindictive. Unhappily, we find that this is true about many public figures who have actually done great things for society, but their accomplishments are tainted because they, themselves, were not really pure people. They were not really good people. We can see this in societies as well that when we do things for society, when we implement plans for society we make certain assumptions: that people want to be together in whole families; that they want to be good parents; that children want to be good children. Based upon these assumptions, then we can proceed to plan and act in certain ways so society’s laws can beneficial. Now if these assumptions are false, if people no longer want to be part of a caring family, if people no longer want to assume their responsibilities, if people no longer want to assume personal responsibility for themselves, then all our programs are going to be turned inside out.
Today, people are so concerned about spanking in public schools. Now I am not an advocate of spanking in public schools, but this is a minor problem compared to the big problem in public schools. The big problem is teenagers being shot in high school, children in elementary school being beat up for their lunch money, even children afraid to go to the bathroom because they are going to be beset upon, harmed, and hurt. These are real problems that exist in the world, and for us to live decent and honorable lives, we have to be concerned about the world. We have to be concerned to make the world just and right and proper, and we Jews have had organizations to do that like the ADL and B’nai B’rith. B’nai B’rith just celebrated its 150th anniversary. It is a wonderful, wonderful organization, but we also have to be concerned about assuming personal responsibility for ourselves and for our family; of leading pure and just lives; of setting good examples as individuals, not just only as Jewish people setting a good example.
We know that the Jewish people are unique and special because G-d has chosen us to be His model of how people should live in the world and how to set up a just society. That’s one reason why Israel is so important to us because we hope and pray that after peace comes, Israel will be able to be a model society, from which the rest of the world can learn. We also know too, that to accomplish these goals we have to be personally pure, too.
So Moshe had a difficult time. Why did Moshe have a difficult time? Because he did not know how to balance the menorah; the ideals, with the calendar; with how to be a loving, kind person who is concerned about appreciating what he has as well as making things better; a person who is also concerned about his family; and a person who is personally pure. How do you balance all these things to arrive at a balanced personality who is a Baal Needos? This is something that G-d had to show him and that is why they used the word “Zeh”.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who came down to the hotel lobby in his gym shorts and jogging shoes and started to run around and around the revolving door. The chief bell captain came up to him and said, “What are you doing, sir?” He said, “Well, I have to jog a mile everyday.” The bell captain said, “Well, why don’t you go down the street and do it?” He said, “Well, you see I am expecting an important phone call.” Unfortunately, many people act that way. They are not concerned whether they are blocking the entrance for other people. All they are concerned about is their important phone call. Maybe that phone call will cause great strides to be made for society. Maybe it will cause a great discovery to be made. But, meanwhile, you are blocking the entrance for other people. Meanwhile, you are not leading a life which shows that you care, which is what the holidays stand for. You are not showing personal responsibility and, in so doing, you are not furthering progress but impeding it. Let us all hope and pray that we will all by our actions further progress and not impede progress so we will all soon live in a world of justice and kindness and compassion and mercy and love. Amen.

FAMILY, RELATIONSHIPS, TRAGEDIES, BEAUTY
NOAH 1995
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Noah, we learn about the sin of the generation who built the Tower of Babel. The text is not quite clear on what the sin was. It says, “And it was all the people one language and with a few words and it was when they traveled from the east and they found a valley in the land of Shino and they dwelled there and they said each man to his friend, ‘Let us make bricks and we will fire them with fire and the bricks will serve to us as a stone and the lime as mortar,’ and they said, ‘Come, let us build for us a city and a tower and its head will be in the heaven and we will make for ourselves a name lest we be scattered on the face of all the land’.” This text does not explain why G‑d got so angry at them and why He decided that they would have to be scattered over all the earth and that they would no longer be able to share a common language. What was their great sin? Stated in this portion, “And all the land had one language and few words,” which meant that all the words were the same, that they all spoke one particular language. Rashi, when he comments on this, gives different interpretations. He says Devorim Achodim means that they came with one advice, that one word means one plan, that they decided that they would have to go up to the heavens and fight with G-d. Another explanation was that they said sharp things against G-d, that they, in fact, denied G-d’s existence. What is happening here? What is the background for this sin that they were about to commit?

The rabbis say that these were smart people who reasoned that the world every 1,656 years was doomed to be destroyed. They viewed nature as subject to natural law the way we do today, and they say that because of the way the earth circles the sun and its position in the solar system, it was inevitable that every 1,656 years a comet was going to hit the earth and cause a huge flood. In fact, that is the way the rabbis explain the flood. They say a comet hit the earth and caused a huge tidal wave which caused the flood. They also say that the earth before the flood was actually perpendicular and not slanted as it is now. Because it is slanted, we have different seasons. Before the flood there was a sameness of the climate of the earth, that it was always temperate if you lived in a temperate zone. The rabbis also explain that the year was only 360 days and that the earth, according to some rabbis, was actually going 12 times faster that it is today, which would explain many of the urges. After the comet hit the earth, the earth slowed down until eventually it reached the stage where it circles the sun at a reduced pace from before. These were smart people, they analyzed the situation, and they came up with two solutions. Either, according to Rashi, G-d was a cruel, terrible G-d Who had created man just to play with him and every 1,656 years He had arranged for man to be destroyed. Therefore, they had decided that they were going to fight against this G-d, that they were going to remonstrate with Him, that they were going to vent their ire at Him because how could this G-d be a good G-d and a kind G-d if He created such a world which was going to destroy all His creatures every 1,656 years.
The second view that Rashi puts forward is that the people all of a sudden said there is no G-d, there could not be a G-d, like people said after the Holocaust. There is no G-d because there could not be a G-d Who created creatures who would then be destroyed every 1,656 years. Therefore, this is all just a product of natural law and natural law has no rhyme or reason. So after they made this analysis, they decided to take action and this action responded to their analysis; that action caused their sin, according to the rabbis. What did they say? They said, “Come, let us make for us a name.” All they were interested in doing after they made this particular analysis was that their mark should be left on the earth. This is similar to when we sent astronauts to the moon; they left a mark on the moon to show that we were there.
I remember after the Second World War all these signs were everywhere, which said, “Kilroy was here.” What happened here was that the people made an analysis and their sin was not in making the analysis, but in their response to this analysis. Making an analysis is basic speculation and whether it is true is immaterial. What is material is how the people reacted to this analysis. What did they decide to do? They decided to build a tower and make a name for themselves, to leave a mark on the world. Therefore, they organized society in such a way that if a brick would fall they would mourn, but if a human being would fall and die, no one would care. In other words, their response to impending tragedy was a hardening of the heart and a breaking of all familial relationships and of all empathetic and sympathetic relationships with their fellow human beings. They constructed, in effect, a slave state to leave a mark on this world so someone should know that they were here. This, of course, is a terrible response. We all know the famous story of how G-d appeared to three religious leaders and told them that the world was going to be destroyed in 24 hours by a flood. The Pope immediately declared a day of fasting and prayer. The Bishop of Canterbury immediately declared a day of charity, and the Chief Rabbi in Jerusalem got on the airwaves and said, “Ladies and gentlemen, we have 24 hours to learn how to live under water.”
We all are aware of various responses to tragedy. The Jewish response has always been to figure out how we can survive such a problem. The Jewish answer to different tragedies has been renewed commitment to relationships, not to leave our mark on society. This was their error. All the generation of the Tower was interested in was fame and leaving a name and a reputation, but that is not what is required. What is required is that you deepen the human responses: we all know that in our private life we suffer from tragedy; that eventually we are all going to die and we hope we do at a ripe old age; that within our families people are going to get sick; that our fortunes ebb and flow--sometimes we have money and sometimes we lose money. We know that many times different problems are within families, sometimes because of mental breakdowns, sometimes because of misunderstandings. Theses tragedies are inevitable, but how do we seek to deal with the personal tragedies of life?
In the beginning of this Torah portion, we learn about Noah and it says, “These are the generations of Noah, the progeny of Noah,” and then it says something very strange: “Noah, the progeny of Noah was Noah. He was a man who was righteous and holy in his generation.” What does that mean? The rabbis say that he was a man of accomplishment. Eesh means that he did accomplish things. According to the rabbis, he invented the plow, but he was also a Tzadik; he knew how to empathize with people. He was also wholehearted, which meant that he appreciated the beauty of the world. He appreciated the beauty of relationships. He did not concentrate solely on making a name for himself, on gaining power and fame. In fact, later on it says, “And Noah gave birth to three sons.” The rabbis say, where does it say three sons? It just says he gave birth to Shaim, Chaum, and Yafes, but the rabbis say that by saying he gave birth to three sons he was also telling us that the words Shaim, Chaum and Yafes mean something else, that they also mean literally what their names mean besides referring to the sons of Noah. Noah understood that you do need to achieve things. That is what the word Shaim means. When you name something, you have power over it. That is basically what science tried to do, to name things so we can manipulate them and use them and identify them to see how we can use them in different contexts.
Chaum means human warmth. He needed to establish a strong and wonderful family and also, as we know, emotions in life have to be tended and cared for. Then also you had to have an appreciation of beauty, of the beauty of life about us. Therefore, we should not be so overwhelmed by tragedies which may occur in the future. In other words, life is filled with ups and downs, but the important thing in life is to maintain your balance, to appreciate the relationships you have, to develop them more fully, to appreciate the beauty of the world around them. Our response in the face of life should be positive and affirmative. That’s why we Jews have always affirmed life by stressing family. It also has a practical connotation. When Jews had to migrate from one country to another, if you had a distant relative in another country he would always take care of you. He would take you in, feed you, and clothe you until you could get a job and then he would do it for another distant relative, and, of course, you would help each other. Jews would help each other start businesses. Uncles and aunts would help people buy apartments. In fact, in Israel they still do it today. There is a family group, Unity. It is diminishing now as Israel is becoming more westernized, but the way that we overcame adversity, the way we overcome the tragedies of life was through family, and that is why we are so happy this day that a young couple is forming a family. Through family we are able to deal with the problems of life.
Also, it speaks to the future. It speaks to hope and also the way we respond to life is to be positive about life, to appreciate life’s beauties, to appreciate the wonderful artistic accomplishments of man, to appreciate the wonderful beauty of nature itself, and especially to deepen our relationships These relationships give us the courage and strength to go on and to really accomplish things. When a person is selfish and only interested in his own achievements, he only hastens tragedy. He makes things much worse than they need to be. That is what the people of the Tower of Babel did. Instead of deepening their relationships, they in effect crushed all relationships making things, mortar, and towers more important than the individual relationships. And they squelched all individual initiative and feelings for beauty and relationships. We all hope and pray that all of us will realize that in life we need more than just power, more than just fame. What we need are strong relationships and with these strong relationships we can overcome any problems that life throws at us. Let us all hope and pray that we will have this strong sense of beauty and that we will especially have a strong sense of developing relationships and we will recognize their importance and their beauty. Only through them will we be able to overcome the inevitable problems of life. That is the Jewish response to life and that is to strengthen community, to strengthen relationships. If we will do that, then rest assured we will be able to overcome everything so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

TRAGEDIES, COMMUNICATION, THE RIGHT WORD
NOAH 1999
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

One of the underlying themes of the Torah portion, Noah, is tragedy: What causes tragedies-and how do we and how should we react to tragedies? After all, the flood was a holocaust. It wiped out every body on the planet except Noah and his family and animals that were with him. The Torah tells us that Noah was commanded to build an ark, a Taiva. This is an unusual word. We would think that G-d would have commanded Noah to build an Oneah, or a Tzveenah, a ship, but instead, Noah was commanded to build a Taiva. The word Taiva in Hebrew also means a word. It is interesting to note that the dimensions of the ark were 300 x 50 x 30, and the letter equivalent of these numbers is Lamed Shin Nun, which stands for L’shon or language. What caused the flood was the people’s careless use of language.

The Targum explains that man is a talking animal. What distinguishes man from all the other animals is that man can talk, but not just communication distances man from the other animals. After all, the other animals communicate also. What we are referring to when referring to words is abstract thought. Man formulates goals. Man formulates theories about life. This is the type of speech the Targum was talking about when explaining man as a talking animal. We human beings formulate values, goals, and theories of how to live and then we try to live by them. This is what gets us in trouble. The generation of the flood formulated theories of self-development. Whatever was good for you in your career, you should do regardless of the effects on others.
The rabbis tell us, and Rashi emphasizes, G-d did not decide to destroy the world until the people were committed to thievery. That’s how he explains the word Hamas. When the people justified thievery to achieve personal goals, they doomed themselves. As to the question about the other sins-murder, idolatry, and sexual immorality--the rabbis reply that people could rationalize these things. They could rationalize an assassination or even idolatry. They could talk about overwhelming attraction and justify sexual immorality, but how could they justify thievery? When everybody was stealing from everybody else, what kind of society can you have? This flies in the face of Sechel, common sense. How could people justify this? When they went so far as to justify thievery, they completely overrode our G-d‑given Sechel, our G-d-given common senses. Once people do this, there is no hope. 

In our day, too, people have come up with absurd propositions which have been taken seriously and contradict common sense: adultery strengthens marriages; drugs expand the mind as the Harvard professor O’Leary said; that employee theft helps business. When articulated theories fly in the face of Sechel, then destruction is at hand. We all know that most of the theories of the 60’s have been proved false.
In Israel, too, we have people who fail to recognize that Israel is not a super power. They make all sorts of statements on the right which contravene Sechel. We have people on the left who believe that Arafat and the PLO have really reformed, when really all that has happened is that they have recognized that at the current moment in history they will gain more by negotiating. Arafat and the PLO, however, proclaim openly that their goal is the complete liberation of all Palestine and the elimination of Zionism.
We learn all about the power of words and theories from the builders of the Tower of Babel. They were the survivors, second, third, fourth generation, etc. after the flood. They had to deal with this tragedy, with this great holocaust. The rabbis explain when the text says, “And it was all the land one language and one word,” the builders mean one word refers here to the common purpose, that their language was used to fashion a theory which could explain the flood and prevent another flood. The word Devorim Achodim can also mean, as Rashi said, sharp words. The people of the Tower proposed two separate theories on why the flood occurred.
One theory was that G-d was a malevolent G-d. He liked to play and toy with people. We were like His tin soldiers which He liked to knock about and melt down every once in a while. G-d was really a gangster, the way the pagans believed. If you did not pay Him off, He would kill or harm you. According to this theory, they built the Tower of Babel to fight, to make sure He could not toy and play with them, that He would not ever be able to destroy them again.
The second theory was that there was no G-d. Nature just every 1,656 years caused the waters of the deep to erupt and the skies to break open with rain. This was just a cycle of nature, and, therefore, they had overcome this cycle, firstly, by building a tower which might be able to prevent the skies from opening, and, secondly, to make the tower a place of refuge from a future flood.
If that did not work, at least a monument on the earth would assert that they existed, similar to today when people want later generations to know they existed.
That’s why in the sentence afterwards, “And it was when they traveled Meekedem,” usually translated as “from the east,” can also mean, “G-d, the original one.” “And they went into a valley.” The people prepared to organize their society around either the premise that they had to fight G-d, or at least try to prevent another flood, and if they could not, they would at least have refuge or leave behind a name. They were blinded by their theories, and they created a society in which bricks were more important that people. If a brick would fall, everyone would mourn, but if a person would fall, no one would pay attention. The words they used, the abstract theories they developed did them in. Their theories, of course, were not as bad as the theories of the people before the flood. After all, the people of the Tower of Babel at least worked together and helped each other achieve a common goal, while the people before the flood were only interested in helping themselves. What words we use and what goals we express to our children are very important. If we do not give them the proper values, goals, and theories about life, we will end up creating either terrible selfish or slavish human beings. We need to convince our children that G-d is a good G-d, and the He wants us to be His partner in creation, and that we should live moral and decent lives. Noah’s protection was the words he believed in, the values he held. The ark was really the language, the L’shon, 300 x 30 x 50, which embraced the fact that G-d was a loving, concerned G-d Who wants us to be loving and concerned. We must be very careful that we convey the right theories and words to our children so they will grow up to be loving, caring human beings.
I am reminded of the story about a monk who just joined an order. His job was copying manuscripts. He set about copying the rules of his monastery. He went to the abbot and said, “I am copying from copy. Don’t you think it would be better if I copied from the original? After all, this is a copy of a copy of a copy.” The abbot agreed and went down to the vault to check the rules of the monastery. No one heard from him for hours. They got worried and went down to see what had happened to him. Finding the abbot crying, they asked, “Why are you crying?” He said, “The word here is celebrate, not celibate.” The words we use are very important. Let us hope and pray that we will use the correct words so that all of us and our children and our society will be dedicated to do positive, good things, and will truly be worthy of being partners with G-d in creation so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

TO OVERCOME SUFFERING-A POSITIVE ATTITUDE
NOAH 2002
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

This morning we read the Torah portion, Noah. Usually, we talk about the flood and what caused the flood. In fact, the Torah is very clear in declaring the flood was caused because the world was filled with Hamas, violence. Terrorism and violence will destroy any society.
We see that today with the sniper who is wreaking havoc in Washington. Random violence causes great fear and terror. Israel has been tested the past two years by this random violence. The United States has just begun to be tested. Israel has been able, up to now, to maintain its democracy. I do not know what would happen in America if this random violence spread to a hundred cities. We might lose our democracy.
Today, I want to talk about the subject of how do we react to suffering? Nosh was called righteous in his generation. The question is always asked, why does it say in his generation? There are many answers to that question. However, today I say that Noah was only righteous while his generation lived. After they were all destroyed, he could not handle it. He lived through a horrendous holocaust, and he could not cope. After the flood, which wiped out everyone and every institution Noah knew, he became a drunk. There are many reactions to great suffering. Some rabbis say that one of Noah’s sons actually castrated him because he did not want Noah to have any more children. Why bring children into a world that is so terrible? Others say that this son engaged in all sorts of perversions. After all, life has no meaning anyway.
Why do we say that Abraham was the father of monotheism? It is not true. Noah was still alive until Abraham was 52 years old. Noah knew all about G-d. G-d had spoken to him, but he was a broken man. He could not proclaim monotheism to his progeny and all the generations that came after him.
We learn about the Tower of Babel. What was the great sin of the Tower of Babel? The rabbis assert that when it says the people had Devorim Achodim, usually translated as united language, it can also mean that they built the Tower because they were mad against G-d. They had words against the One Who is One. They felt that G-d was a terrible G-d. He was a destroyer, a killer. He liked to play with His creation. Another explanation is that they had sharp words against their condition. In other words, they believed that every 1,656 years there was going to be a flood, and their object was to at least leave behind a monument to the fact that they existed. They were consumed with death. They did not feel that civilization could really continue because another flood was coming. They were like the Egyptian civilization, which, according to most people, was totally consumed by death, and its pyramids were monuments to death. We all know that death is an ever-present reality, but it should not consume us.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a young sociologist who went down to the Lower East Side and found two old men on a park bench. He began to ask them questions about the community, asking, “What is the death rate here?” One man looked at the other and said, “We think it’s one per person.”
Obviously, we all have to face death of our loved ones and eventually our own, but it should not consume us. We should not give up and become drunk like Noah, but we should still feel that we can still, while here on earth, help G-d perfect this world. As Mrs. Wachman said at the commencement of Yeshiva University, where she was asked to speak after her son was brutally tortured and murdered by the PLO, “I could spend my time asking why me, but that is fruitless. It is better that I ask the question, what do I do now? How can I help defeat the PLO so that eventually we can have peace with our neighbors? How can I demonstrate my humanity so that others will learn from me as a role model?” We are all called upon to continue to make life better and more beautiful, not just their lives but for those who will come after us. We should not be consumed with death.

It is like the story of the man who used to plan every detail of his funeral, and as he finally died and the funeral procession was going from the funeral home to the cemetery, an oil truck wedged its way between the hearse and the family car. A cousin looked at another cousin and said, “Morris has planned every last detail. He knows where he is going, and he has even provided the fuel for it.”
The rabbis say the sin of the builders of the Tower was that they did not fulfill G‑d’s command of conquering and filling the earth. Instead, they concentrated on one plan so they could build this huge Tower as a monument to themselves. Their whole focus was on death and suffering, and not on going beyond it. We are called upon to go beyond death and suffering, to try to make this world a better place, to try to get people to live in harmony with one another, to try to develop cures for diseases. Everyone has had to face death in their family, a parent, a brother, a sister, but we can overcome our suffering by trying to do good and make this world a better place. Each one of us will be hurt by life, but we can, by concentrating on doing good, overcome our suffering. Look at the Holocaust survivors, how they never gave up but continued. We can do the same thing.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who tapped a person on the shoulder in a movie theater and asked, “Did my wife and I just run over your toes when we left the theater five minutes ago?” The man said yes, and the man said to his wife, “Honey, I found our row.” Each of us will have our toes hurt, but we can still overcome. Let us hope and pray that we will always adopt a positive attitude so we will be able to overcome our suffering, so that eventually we will pave the way for the Mashiach when there will be no more suffering. Amen.
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