
When it comes to climate change, many of us spend years unable to act because we
do not know what to do, or do not believe we can make a difference. Thankfully, we

are not the first generation to face a threat of destruction. We can turn to our

ancestors and the wisdom of Torah to help us move forward.

READ THE FOLLOWING TEXTS ABOUT NOAH AND ABRAHAM WITH
A STUDY PARTNER OR YOUR DAYENU CIRCLE.

Be sure to leave enough time for the open-ended discussion questions at the end.

Genesis 6:5-9
(5) The LORD saw how great was humanity’s
wickedness on earth, and how every plan devised
by their mind was nothing but evil all the time. (6)
And the LORD regretted making humans on earth,
and God’s heart was saddened. (7) The LORD said,
“I will blot out from the earth the humans whom I
created—humans together with beasts, creeping
things, and birds of the sky; for I regret that I
made them.” (8) But Noah found favor with the
LORD. (9) This is the line of Noah.—Noah was a
righteous man (a tzaddik); he was blameless in
his age; Noah walked with God.—

רֶץ ם בָּאָ֑ ת הָאָדָ֖ ה רָעַ֥ י רַבָּ֛ ה( וַיַּרְ֣א ה' כִּ֥
ע כׇּל־הַיּוֹֽם׃ )ו( ק רַ֖ ת לִבּ֔וֹ רַ֥ ֹ֣ צֶר֙ מַחְשְׁב וְכׇל־יֵ֙

רֶץ ם בָּאָ֑ ה אֶת־הָאָֽדָ֖ וַיּנִָּ֣חֶם הֹ' כִּיֽ־עָשָׂ֥
ה אמֶר ה' אֶמְחֶ֨ ֹ֣ ב אֶל־לִבּֽוֹ׃ )ז( וַיּ וַיּתְִעַצֵּ֖

ה ם אֲשֶׁר־בָּרָ֙אתִי֙ מֵעַל֙ פְּנֵ֣י הָאֲֽדָמָ֔ אֶת־הָאָדָ֤
י יםִ כִּ֥ מֶשׂ וְעַד־ע֣וֹף הַשָּׁמָ֑ ה עַד־רֶ֖ מֵאָֽדָם֙ עַד־בְּהֵמָ֔
ן בְּעֵינֵי֥ ה': צָא חֵ֖ חַ מָ֥ ֹ֕ י עֲשִׂיתִֽם׃ )ח( וְנ מְתִּי כִּ֥ נחִַ֖
ים הָיָ֖ה יק תָּמִ֥ ישׁ צַדִּ֛ חַ אִ֥ ֹ֗ חַ נ ֹ֔ ת נ ֹ֣ לֶּה תּוֹלְד )ט( אֵ֚

יו אֶת־הָאֱֽלֹקים הִתְֽהַלֶּךְ־נחַֹֽ׃– }פ{ רתָֹ֑ ֹֽ בְּד

How does Noah’s Flood compare to climate change? How does it differ?
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After God confides in Noah that God is bringing a Flood, God gives Noah instructions on how
to build the ark, and Noah follows the instructions without a word of response back to God.
The ancient rabbis posed a question: How can we call Noah a righteous person (a tzaddik)
when he did nothing to try and prevent the Flood? Rabbi Levi Yitchak of Berditchev, an an 18th
century Hasidic Master, offers this explanation:

The Kedushat Levi on Genesis 6:9
There is a kind of tzaddik who serves God, but
is so lowly in their own eyes that they think to
themselves, "Who am I to pray for God to
reverse the bad decree?" and therefore they
don’t pray. Now even though Noah was a great
and blameless tzaddik, he was very small in
his own eyes and did not have faith that he
was a powerful tzaddik with the ability to
annul the decree of the flood.

ויש צדיק אחד שעובד הבורא ברוך הוא, והוא
שפל בעיני עצמו מאוד מאוד, וחושב בלבו "מי

אני שאתפלל לבטל הגזירה?" לכן אינו
מתפלל לבטל. ונח, הגם שהיה צדיק גדול ותמים,

היה קטן בעיניו מאוד, ולא היתה לא אמונה
בעצמו שהוא צדיק מושל ויכול לבטל הגזירה.

According to this excerpt from the Kedushat Levi, what is Noah’s predicament?

Later in Genesis, God confides in Abraham that God plans to destroy the cities of Sodom and
Gomorrah. Abraham says:

Genesis 18:23-26
(23) Abraham came forward [to God] and
said...(25) Far be it from You to do such a thing,
to bring death upon the innocent as well as the
guilty, so that innocent and guilty fare alike. Far
be it from You! Shall not the Judge of all the
earth deal justly?” (26) And the LORD answered,
“If I find within the city of Sodom fifty innocent
ones, I will forgive the whole place for their
sake.”

ר… ם וַיּאֹמַ֑ וַיּגִַּ֥שׁ אַבְרָהָ֖

לָה ת ׀לְּךָ֜חָלִ֨ ֹ֣ רמֵעֲשׂ הכַּדָּבָ֣ יתהַזֶּ֗ צַדִּיק֙לְהָמִ֤
ע יקוְהָיָה֥עִם־רָשָׁ֔ עכַצַּדִּ֖ לָהכָּרָשָׁ֑ ךְחָלִ֣ הֲשׁפֵֹט֙לָּ֔

רֶץ הלֹ֥אכׇּל־הָאָ֔ מִשְׁפָּטֽ׃יעֲַשֶׂ֖

אמֶר ֹ֣ אה'וַיּ םאִם־אֶמְצָ֥ ֹ֛ יםבִסְד םחֲמִשִּׁ֥ בְּת֣וֹךְצַדִּיקִ֖
יר אתִיהָעִ֑ ם׃לְכׇל־הַמָּק֖וֹםוְנשָָׂ֥ בַּעֲבוּרָֽ
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How does Abraham respond to the news that God plans to destroy the cities?

How does this differ from Noah’s response to news of the Flood?

The Zohar Chadash (a mystical manuscript published in the 16th century) gives us
this story. The English here is a mix between translation and summary of the Aramaic and
Hebrew.

Zohar Chadash, Noach: 109-115:
What did the Holy One say to Noah, when he
came out of the ark and saw the world
completely destroyed? Noah began crying
and said, "God, you are called
Compassionate! You were supposed to
have compassion on your creatures!" God
replied, "Stupid shepherd! Now you ask me?
Why did you not speak up when I told you
gently what I was going to do? I spent so
much time with you, and spoke with you, so
you would request mercy for the world… But
once you heard that you would be saved in
the ark, the evil that would befall the world
didn’t impact your heart...:”

Rabbi Yochanan said, “See the difference
between the different righteous ones. Noah
did not pray for his generation like
Abraham did. But when God told Abraham
that God would destroy Sodom and
Gomorrah, Abraham stood before God and
tried to save the wicked people of the city.

כְּשֶׁיּצָָאלְנחַֹהוּאבָּרוּךְהַקָּדוֹשׁהֵשִׁיבמָהרַבָּנןָ,נוּתָּ
לִבְכּוֹתוְהִתְחִילחָרֵב,הָעוֹלָםכָּלוְרָאָההַתֵּיבָהמִן

לְךָהָיהָרַחוּם,נקְִרֵאתָעוֹלָם,שֶׁלרִבּוֹנוֹוְאָמַר,עָלָיו,
הוּא,רַעְיאָבָּרוּךְהַקָּדוֹשׁהֵשִׁיבוֹבְּרִיּוֹתֶיךָ.עַללְרַחֵם
לָךְדַּאֲמָרִיתבְּזמְִנאָוְלָאדָּא,אֲמַרְתְּכְּעָןשַׁטְיאָ,

עֲצֵיתֵּבַתלְךָעֲשֵׂהו()שםדִּכְתִיברְכִיכָא,בְּלִישְׁנאָ
כָּללְשַׁחֵתכו',הַמַּבּוּלאֶתמֵבִיאהִננְיִוַאֲניִכו',גפֶֹר

צַדִּיקרָאִיתִיאתְֹךָכִּיכו',לְנחַֹה'וַיּאֹמֶרכו',בָּשָׂר
וַאֲמָרִיתעִמָּךְ,אִתְעַכָּבִיתהַאיכּוּלֵּיהַזּהֶ,בַּדּוֹרלְפָניַ
דְּשָׁמַעְתְּוּמִכְּדֵיןעָלְמָא.עַלרַחֲמִיןדְּתִבְעֵיבְּדִיללָךְ,

בִּישׁוּתָאבְּלִבָּךְעָאללָאבְּתֵיבוּתָא,אַתְּדְּתִשְׁתֵּיזיִב
דְּאִתְאֲבֵידוּכְעָןוְאִשְׁתְּזבְֵתָּא.תֵּיבוּתָאוַעֲבַדְתְּדְּעָלְמָא,
וְתַחֲנוּניִןבַּעְייָןקֳדָמַילְמַלָּלָאפּוּמָךְפָּתְחֵיתעָלְמָא,

.... שֶׁהָיוּהַצַּדִּיקִיםבֵּיןמַהוּרְאֵהבּאֹיוֹחָנןָ,רִבִּיאָמַר
כְּאַבְרָהָם.עָלָיוהִתְפַּלֵּלוְלֹאדּוֹרוֹ,עַלהֵגִיןלֹאנחַֹ

סְדוֹםזעֲַקַתלְאַבְרָהָם,הוּאבָּרוּךְהַקָּדוֹשׁדְּאָמַרדְּכֵיוָן
וַיּאֹמַראַבְרָהָםוַיּגִַּשׁמִיּדָרָבָּה,כִּיוַעֲמוֹרָה
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DISCUSSION
QUESTIONS
Discuss with a

study partner or
Dayenu Circle

1. In what ways do you feel “lowly in your own eyes” like Noah,
when confronted with the climate crisis?

2. Do you identify with Noah in any other ways?

3. In what ways have you spoken up, like Abraham? What
motivates you?

4. In Genesis, God destroys Sodom and Gomorrah despite
Abraham’s bargaining. Yet the ancient rabbis still say Abraham
is the greater tzaddik, in large part because he challenges God
to save the cities. What do you make of that? What might we
learn here about challenging a “decree of destruction,” even
when we are not assured success?

5. What support could help you move from emulating Noah
to emulating Abraham?

JOIN THE JEWISH CLIMATE MOVEMENT TODAY
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