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When Short is Really Tall

“And Noach entered, together with his sons and his wife and the wives of his sons, into the ark because of the floodwaters” (Genesis 7:7).

Because of the floodwaters… – Noach, too, was from those short on faith (in G-d). He believed, but didn’t believe that the flood would come, and did not enter the ark until forced to by the waters (Rashi, ibid.).


After several generations of inhabiting the Earth, the people of the times had sunken to such depravity that they were condemned to destruction (1). Noach alone from his entire generation was deemed worthy and righteous by G-d to be spared together with his family (2).


To help protect Noach and his family from the impending deluge, G-d commanded Noach to build a large wooden ark. Until the flood, though, the ark served as a source for introspection. When people would see Noach busy constructing his curious vessel they would question him about it. Whereupon, Noach would dutifully respond that G-d was planning a decimating flood if the people did not rectify their ways (3). Unfortunately, the people did not take heed, and eventually suffered the consequences. 

For one hundred twenty years Noach toiled laboriously to build the ark. Although doing so brought on specific dangers from mockers and scoffing ruffians, G-d assured Noach that throughout the building period he would remain unscathed (4).

Quite obviously, Noach was witnessing a major catastrophe develop before his very eyes: the people’s decedent ways and the prophecy concerning the flood (5). Furthermore, there was every indication that G-d was indeed going to fulfill His word to inundate mankind with the floodwaters: the ark’s construction was proceeding unabated. How was it, then, that Noach, the righteous Noach, doubted G-d’s vow, and had to be forced into the ark “because of the floodwaters”?

Generally speaking, when the Torah relates an incident, its objective is not to chronicle the event the way a journalist would (or is supposed to, anyway), just reporting the basic facts as they occurred at the scene. The Torah, contrary to popular opinion, is not meant to be used as a history book, nor merely a source for children’s bedtime stories. Not to say that the events contained therein did not occur; they most definitely did. Rather, the Torah is foremost a book of law, with the stories included to teach spirituality and proper ethics.

When recounting a specific episode, especially an errant one, the Torah delves into the depths of the story. Often, it will attribute the action to a more severe transgression with which it shares common ground, based on the level of the person or people involved (6).

A prime example of this is the story of Achan, in the Book of Yehoshua. Before finally conquering the city of Yericho, Yehoshua imposed a prohibition upon the spoils of the city, as a form of thanksgiving to G-d for His anticipated assistance in their victory (7). A fellow named Achan, however, violated the prohibition and took from the booty (8).

But let us examine the verse that contains the indictment. “Israel has sinned and they have violated My covenant! They have taken from the spoils forbidden to them; they have stolen. They will not be able to overcome their enemies until the forbidden objects are removed from their midst” (9).
A casual reading of these verses gives the impression that the entire nation sinned, or at least a vast majority of the people. Yet, it was only one person from the entire nation that dared lay hands on the contraband, and nevertheless all of Israel was held accountable! So high a spiritual plane were the Jewish people on that if even one person could steal, they were all accused of the crime, guilty of not providing enough influence to the contrary.

In the case of the righteous Noach, although the Torah does indicate that he was slow to enter the ark because of a lack of belief, it was actually due to his elevated status itself that the Torah judges him harshly.

The Talmud quotes Rabbi Elazar the Great: “Anyone who has bread in his basket yet wonders what he will eat the next day, is from those who are short on faith (in G-d)” (10). 

Can someone who questions where his food for the morrow will come be considered a heretic? No, he can’t. Rather, what Rabbi Elazar was saying was that there are many levels of faith in G-d’s capabilities. Someone who does not recognize that the next day’s meal is already “in the basket” just like he sees today’s meal, is lacking to a certain degree in his faith.

A lesser person than Noach would not have been labeled “short on faith” for not entering the ark at the appropriate time. Rashi points out that at the end G-d gave mankind one more chance. When the flood started, the rains were calm and could have remained rains of blessing had the people but repented. Anyone else couldn’t have been faulted for not entering the ark at that time. Only Noach, on his heightened level, could have been called “short on faith” for something so sleight G-d alone was privy to recognizing (11).           

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

(1) See Bereishis 6:1-7. (2) See ibid. v.8, 18. (3) See ibid. v.14-16, and Rashi’s commentary to v.14. (4) See ibid. v.18 and Rashi. (5) Ibid. v.13. (6) Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler in his Michtav Me’Eliyahu, vol. 1, pp. 161-166. (7) Yehoshua 6:17. (8) Ibid., 7:1. (9) Ibid., v.11-12. (10) Sotah 48b. (11) Rabbi Yeruchom Levovitz, in Da’as Torah, vol.1, pp.50-52.  
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