DAYENU

A Jewish Call to Climate Action

CHALLENGING DESTRUCTION: MOVING
FROM NOAH TO ABRAHAM

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 I@h®
wickedness on earth, and how every plan devised

by their mind was nothing but evil all the time. (6)
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And the LORD regretted making humans on earth, YIR2 2IR07NN Ay T anm
and.God’s heart was saddened. (7) The LORD said, m‘mx = WDN’W (T) 1317 17N 2XynM
“I will blot out from the earth the humans whom | )

created—humans together with beasts, creeping ARG 3D 773_779 ’nx-l? WWN QINGTNN
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LORD. (9) This is the line of Noah.—Noah was a A =

righteous man (a tzaddik); he was blameless in 0 20D POI% UOR m ﬂ'j'?m ﬂb&( (v)
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How does Noah’s Flood compare to climate change? How does it differ?



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 X171 L,R7 7102 RM2T T2V IR 22T W
is so lowly in their own eyes that they think to " 1953 I TIRA TIRD TAXY 2PV oW
themselves, "Who am | to pray for God to >

reverse the bad decree?" and therefore they IR 192 27701 P0ak YHonRw vk

don’t pray. Now even though Noah was a great ,0mm 57 DT W ONT 1) 5yab 559N
and blameless tzaddik, he was very small in \ - \
his own eyes and did not have faith that he MR N2 7077 R , TIRD PV 0P 73

was a powerful tzaddik with the ability to JTOTAT D029 9197 Hwn TR RITW 1XYa
annul the decree of the flood.

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 RN ONAR WA
said..(25) Far be it from You to do such a thing,
to bring death upon the innocent as well as the ‘Psqg nopao 3o 1273 | vy :’I‘7 =551

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 . . . , .
il forgi - TN DRYTE DVWN 0702 RENKDXR 71 HN?
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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 | told you
gently what | was going to do? | 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.
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DISCUSSION 1. In what ways do you feel “lowly in your own eyes” like Noah,
QUESTIONS when confronted with the climate crisis?

Discuss with a
study partner or 2. Do you identify with Noah in any other ways?

Dayenu Circle
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
Dayenu.org

Text study by Rabbi Shoshana Meira Friedman, Dayenu's Rabbinic Ambassador,
in Partnership with Hebrew College
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