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Commencement Exercises

“And Noach, man of the ground, commenced, and planted a vineyard. He drank from the wine and became intoxicated, and became exposed in his tent. And Cham, the father of Canaan, saw the nakedness of his father and related (the incident) to his (i.e., Cham's) two brothers outside” (Genesis 9:20-22).


Following the Great Deluge, after the waters subsided and all the passengers of the Ark had disembarked, the Torah tells us that Noach’s first endeavor in the newly reinstated world was to plant a vineyard. The ensuing events, with Noach’s intoxication and subsequent defilement (1), ring highly significant in terms of understanding the course of history. Noach saw in a prophetic vision that because of Cham’s actions, Cham’s descendents would become servants to his brothers’.


What is the significance, however, in knowing that the planting of this ill-fated vineyard was Noach’s first enterprise in the New World, whereby G-d found it necessary to write in the Torah, whose every letter has meaning, “And Noach, man of the ground, commenced, and planted a vineyard”?


The lesson the Torah is conveying is that beginnings set the tone for future actions and behavior.


Four years ago, a joint celebration took place in New York’s Madison Square Garden and Nassau County Coliseum commemorating the completion of the tenth seven-and-a-half-year cycle of Daf Yomi, in which participants study one page of the Talmud daily. The former dean of Yeshiva Torah V’daath, Rabbi Avraham Pam, of blessed memory, addressed the 70,000-plus attendees. In his speech, Rabbi Pam stressed the above lesson when he suggested that the daily study session take place in the morning, imbuing one’s day with spirituality from the start.  

An analogy of this idea can be drawn from the blueprints of a construction project. Every nuance in this initial stage of development will have a direct consequence in the project’s fulfillment. But very much like a slight half-inch mistake in the architect’s rendering will produce a considerably larger error in the construction phase, an improper emphasis placed at the onset of our own designs on life too can prove highly detrimental (2).

The Torah calls Noach, “man of the ground,” which indicates his dedication to the earth’s development following the devastating flood (3). Nevertheless, given the negative effects of its misuse, a vineyard was a poor choice for a starting point (4).

Improper usage of wine is seen as a precursor to licentious behavior. As the Talmud writes, “Anyone who witnesses the Promiscuous Woman in her devastation (5) should separate himself from wine (6),” because it was probably wine that lead the adulterers to sin.

One of the reasons G-d punished the inhabitants of the world with the Great Deluge was immorality. That Noach chose to set the tone of the New World by planting the troublesome vineyard was a profanity (7), which quickly led to his own defilement and the humiliating subjection of his offspring.

 “Educate a child (to serve G-d) according to his ability, (then) even when he matures he won’t deviate from (that path) (8).” The importance of a proper Jewish education during the formative years cannot be overstated. Like a young sapling, which needs to be supported straight before it hardens, our youth too need to be acclimated to the straight path of Torah. 

The eternal values of the Torah can provide them with the proper tools for a spiritually and emotionally healthy life. But the longer it is before they receive that instruction, knowing as we do how difficult it is to change ourselves, we can appreciate how much the danger grows daily of our youth becoming hardened to life without those values.


Nevertheless, there is hope for us even if we lack Torah knowledge or have otherwise been influenced negatively by the secular, hedonistic society around us.


Rabbi Berachia said, “Moshe was more beloved than Noach. Noach, after he was called, ‘A righteous man (9),’ was then called, ‘A man of the ground.’ Whereas Moshe, though he was originally called, ‘An Egyptian man (10),’ he was subsequently called, ‘A man of G-d (11)’ (12).”

Having been raised in Pharaoh’s palace, Moshe was influenced by that foreign culture, at least to the extent that he was recognized as an Egyptian native (13). Yet, we all know the incredible spiritual heights to which he ascended.


“If there’s a will, there’s a way.” Even if we’ve gotten off to a late start, nevertheless, with the proper effort we can still inculcate the eternal values of the Torah into our lifestyles.                             

---------------------

(1) See Rashi to v.22. (2) Rabbi Ovadiah Seforno, 16th Century Torah scholar, in his commentary to the Torah. (3) Nachmanides, 13th Century Torah scholar, in his commentary to the Torah. (4) Rashi to v.20. (5) See Numbers 5:11-31. (6) Sotah 2a. (7) Rashi to v.20. (8) Mishley 22:6. (9) Bereishis 6:9. (10) Exodus 2:19. (11) Deut. 33:1. (12) Bereishis Rabbah 36:3. This is not to say Noach was no longer a righteous person; if that were the case, the Sages wouldn’t have said, “Moshe was more beloved than Noach,” because then Noach wouldn’t have been beloved at all. Rather, in all his righteousness, Noach still clung to the mundane to a certain degree. (13) Rabbi Yeruchom Levovitz in his Da’as Torah.
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