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“Noach was a righteous man, perfect in his generations; Noach walked with God”. Thus 

Parashat Noach opens wth three simple statements. Indeed, on the surface the meaning of 

these statements is pretty clear - Noach was (a) righteous; (b) perfect; and (c) he walked with 

God. Simples, right?! Or, not right? Because look just below the surface and we discover that 

all is not so clear. After all, what is righteousness? It’s a word that gets used a lot in believing 

circles and yet I very much doubt that many of us could accurately define it forensically right 

here and now. I dare say that most of us would need to consult a dictionary - and yet, even 

then, the Oxford English Dictionary would only provide us with an English meaning of an 

English word. But would that be much help? Because, guess what? The Bible isn’t written in 

English! So then what use is an English dictionary? For native English speakers, in fact for 

native speakers of any other language apart from that of our text, i.e. Hebrew, this is a huge 

problem. So, recognising this problem, what do we do? Some of us, having ascertained the 

original Hebrew word from our text, might venture to look up that Hebrew word in a lexicon 

such as Strong’s. In Strong’s Hebrew lexicon words are classified and enumerated. You simply 

find the number of the relevant word and look up its English meaning in the Lexicon. But 

there are problems with this approach, not least because most Hebrew words have no direct 

English equivalent. In any case, even if regardless of this fact you might dare to suggest a 

direct English equivalent the fact remains that words can only be properly understood in the 

context of their host culture - all of which challenges our somewhat imperialist idea that the 

Bible belongs to us/me. As Professor John Walton explains: “We like to think of the Bible 

possessively - my Bible a rare heritage, a holy treasure, a spiritual heirloom. And well we 

should. The Bible is fresh and speaks to each of us as God’s revelation of himself in a 

confusing world. It is ours and at times feels quite personal. But we cannot afford to let this 

idea run away with us. The Old Testament does communicate to us and it was written for us, 

and for all humankind. But it was not written to us. It was written to Israel. It is God’s 

revelation of himself to Israel and secondarily through Israel to everyone else. As obvious as 

this is, we must be aware of the implications of that simple statement. Since it was written to 

Israel, it is in a language that most of us do not understand, and therefore it requires 

translation. But language is not the only aspect that needs to be translated. Language 

assumes a culture, operates in a culture, serves a culture, and is designed to communicate 

into the framework of a culture. Consequently, when we read a text written in another 

language and addressed to another culture, we must translate the culture as well as the 

language if we hope to understand the text fully. As complicated as translating a foreign 

language can be, translating a foreign culture is infinitely more difficult. The problem lies in 

the act of translating. Translation involves lifting the ideas from their native context and 

relocating them into our own context. In some ways this is an imperialistic act and bound to 

create some distortion as we seek to organise information in the categories that are familiar 

to us. It is far too easy to let our own ideas creep in and subtly (or at times not so subtly) 

bend or twist the material to fit our own context. On the level of words, for example, there 

are Hebrew words that simply do not have matching words in English. The Hebrew word 

Chesed is a good example. The translators of the New American Standard Bible decided to 
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adopt the combination word “lovingkindness” to render it. Other translations use a wide 

variety of words: loyalty, love, kindness and so on. The meaning of the word cannot easily be 

expressed in English, so using any word unavoidably distorts the text. English readers 

unaware of this could easily begin working from the English word and derive an 

interpretation of the text based on what the English word means to them, and thus risk 

bringing something to the text that was not there. Nevertheless translators have little choice 

but to take the word out of its linguistic context and try to squeeze it into ours - to clothe its 

meaning in English words that are inadequate to express the full meaning of the text. When 

we move to the level of culture, the same type of problem occurs. The very act of trying to 

translate the culture requires taking it out of its context and fitting it into ours. What does the 

text mean when it describes Sarah as ‘beautiful’? One not only has to know the meaning of 

the word, but also must have some idea of what defines beauty in the ancient world. When 

the Bible speaks of something as elemental as marriage, we are not wrong to think of it as 

the establishment of a socially and legally recognised relationship between a man and a 

woman. But marriage carries a lot more social nuance than that in our culture and not 

necessarily similar at all to the social nuances in the ancient culture. When marriages are 

arranged and represent alliance between families and exchange of wealth, the institution fills 

a far different place in the culture than what we know when feelings of love predominate. In 

that light the word marriage means something vastly different in ancient culture, even though 

the word is translated properly. We would seriously distort the text and interpret it incorrectly 

if we imposed all of the aspects of marriage in our culture into the text and culture of the 

Bible. The minute anyone (professional or amateur) attempts to translate the culture, we run 

the risk of making the text communicate something it never intended.” “Rather than 

translating the culture,” Professor Walton continues, “we need to try to enter the culture. 

When people want to study the Bible seriously, one of the steps they take is to learn the 

language. As I teach language students, I am still always faced with the challenge of 

persuading them that they will not succeed simply by learning enough of the language to 

engage in translation. Truly learning the language requires leaving the English behind, 

entering the world of the text and understanding the language in its Hebrew context without 

creating English words in our minds. They must understand the Hebrew as Hebrew text. This 

is the same with culture. We must make every attempt to set our English categories aside, to 

leave our cultural ideas behind, and try our best (as limited as the attempt might be) to 

understand the material in its cultural context without translating it.” 

Such then are the challenges that face us whenever we engage with Scripture. This is a 

problem even for those raised as Jews because, let’s face it, contemporary Jewish religion and 

culture isn’t exactly the same as that of thousands of years ago, but for those not born Jewish 

these challenges are far more demanding still. And this is precisely the point that Rav Shaul 

sought to make when he asked, “Then what advantage has the Jew? What is the value of 

being circumcised? Much in every way! In the first place, the Jews were entrusted with the 

very words of God.” In other words, when it comes to understanding the world of the Bible 

and therefore of being able to understand the Word of God, proximity to Judaism is a 

definite advantage because, as Rav Shaul states, the Scriptures were written to us as Jews. 
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Indeed, it’s familiarity with our culture that transforms our view of the apparently simple 

statement with which our parashah opens. It is immersion in this culture that helps us to 

properly understand that the righteousness with which Noach is attributed in Bresheet 6:9 

isn’t an abstract, airy-fairy affair; it wasn’t a case of posting Amens to Facebook comments or 

of sending ‘Thoughts and prayers’, but was firmly grounded in a determined commitment to 

social justice and equality that exhibited itself in tangible acts. That’s because the word 

‘tzadik’, translated here as ‘righteous’, is from the root ‘tzedek’ which means ‘justice’, and 

justice - that is treating people with equanimity regardless of their background or social 

status is at the core of all our Torah observance. As we read in Vayikra 19:15, “Do no wrong in 

judgement. Do not favour the poor, and show no honour to the great; with justice [tzedek] 

shall you judge your neighbour.” As the Artscroll Torah commentary explains, “The verse 

concludes with the positive command that complements and summarises the three negative 

commands with which it begins. In order to do tzedek, justice, properly, the judge must see 

every person standing before him, rich or poor, as amito, his neighbour, entitled to the same 

rights and privileges, subject to the same obligations and duties as his is himself. His 

judgements are not handed down from on high; they are simply expressions of fairness and 

right as defined by the Torah.” Moreover, the concept of justice, that is that all human beings 

are created in the image of God and are of equal value in his eyes, is what informs all our acts 

of charity. As we read in Devarim 24:13, which is concerned with taking collateral for a loan, 

“You must return the security to him… that he may bless you, and it shall be for you as a 

righteous duty (tzedekah) before Hashem, your God.” Notice here that acts of kindness and 

compassion, even and especially those which involve material gifts, are called tzedekah. As 

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch stated, “Why should God give you more than you need unless 

He intended to make you the administrator of this blessing for the benefit of others… That is 

why our Sages prefer to give the beautiful name of tzeddekah to this act of charity by means 

of material goods. For tzedekah is the justice which gives to every creature that which God 

allots to it.” Have you ever thought of righteousness in this way? That righteousness isn’t 

about a being in a state of sanctified mental or emotional bliss; that it isn’t an abstract form 

of holiness based on rigid non-contact with the unclean and impure; but that it is grounded 

upon the tangible care of others as befits people, who, whatever their present social status, 

were created in the image of God? If it is then righteousness is something that everyone can 

and ought to do. As we read in Mishlei 29:7, “ The righteous understands the cause of the 

poor, but the wicked is unconcerned.” The word ‘righteous’ here in Hebrew is tzadik. Notice 

how it stands in opposition to that of ‘wicked’. Notice also how this righteousness is linked to 

the cause of the poor. A tzaddik is therefore one who exercises justice or tzedekah. As we 

read in the Artscroll Torah Commentary, “He knows that he is but the treasurer, not the 

owner of the entire store of human and material resources. For him to do otherwise than to 

carry them out meticulously would be a lack of justice that is comparable to robbery For, 

indeed, if he were to make use of the breath of life, the spark of intelligence, the potential of 

wealth in ways opposed to the will of God, is he not misappropriating them from the Owner 

who has entrusted him with their management? Therefore, the prophet says of the wealthy 

who do not assist the needy, gezlat he’awni b’nawteykhem, the robbery of the poor is in your 
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homes (Yeshayahu 3:14). If the rich were entrusted with abundance, are they not thieves if 

they hoard it all for themselves?” 

It is in this sense then that the Torah declares that Noach was a ‘righteous’ man - a tzaddik. 

By definition then he was a man who actively practised compassion and generosity because 

he believed that every human being, no matter how wicked they may have been in the past 

or were in the present moment, had been created in the image of God. He believed in the 

humanity of people even when they themselves were doing their very best to destroy that 

image in themselves - as was sadly the case with the generation of the flood. As the Artscroll 

Torah Commentary explains, “The Torah testifies that Noah was totally righteous, a tzaddik. 

By definition he was a man whose life was an unending pattern of justice. Like the righteous 

judge who apportions fairly between the claims of those who appear before him, Noach dealt 

with the myriad conflicting claims that make up every human life, and apportioned his time 

and patience, his wisdom and knowledge, his wealth and property between himself, his 

family, and his neighbours. God’s testimony to Noah’s righteousness is the most eloquent of 

statements; an unimpeachable guarantee that his every act was measured and considered - 

and just.” If then Noah’s righteousness consisted of such compassion and generosity to the 

poor, it must be logically true that the wickedness of the generation of the flood was exactly 

the opposite and that it was for this that they were judged. Here again we must not forget to 

realise the ancient Hebrew context of our Torah’s account. Most English translations of 

Bresheet 6:11 explain the sin of the generation of the flood as ‘violence’. Thus the King James 

Version, for instance, states: “The earth also was corrupt before God, and the earth was filled 

with violence.” Only in a handful of cases do other translations alternatively explain it as 

‘wickedness’ or as ‘iniquity’. The use of the English word violence certainly conjures up all 

kinds of images. According to the World Health Organisation violence is “the intentional use 

of physical force or power, threatened or actual, against oneself, another person, or against a 

group or community, which either results in or has a high likelihood of resulting in injury, 

death, psychological harm, maldevelopment, or deprivation", although the group 

acknowledges that the inclusion of "the use of power" in its definition expands on the 

conventional meaning of the word. This definition involves intentionality with the committing 

of the act itself, irrespective of the outcome it produces.” So is this what the generation of the 

flood were judged for? Was the ante-diluvian world a nightmare world where everyone was 

literally bashing everyone else over the head every minute of every day? After all, it says that 

that world was ‘filled’ with violence? Was it really a place full of rape and murder ? The word 

‘violence’ which most translations use is actually used to explain the Hebrew word hamas. 

Certainly violence is one possible means of translation, but does it fit the bill here? While 

there is little else in the Tanakh that refers to the sin of that generation Yeshua had some 

pretty interesting things to say. Thus in Yeshua’s discourse on the acharit hayamim in 

Mattityahu 24 we read, “But when that day and hour will come, no one knows — not the 

angels in heaven, not the Son, only the Father. For the Son of Man’s coming will be just as it 

was in the days of Noach. Back then, before the Flood, people went on eating and drinking, 

taking wives and becoming wives, right up till the day Noach entered the ark; and they didn’t 

know what was happening until the Flood came and swept them all away. It will be just like 
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that when the Son of Man comes.” What’s that? How come Yeshua doesn’t speak about all 

the violence that we might expect from the usual English translation of Bresheet 6:11? Why 

didn’t he say, ‘back then before the Flood, people went on raping and pillaging, murdering 

and slaughtering, until the day Noach entered the ark?’ Because actually life in the 

antediluvian world wasn’t like that at all. Indeed, judging by Yeshua’s comments it was 

remarkably like our own. It was an age in which people ate, drank and got married. Yeshua’s 

point is that life wasn’t extraordinary back then but went on as normal, in its ordinary, regular 

way, right up until the flood came. So why then was it judged if not for violence and is there 

another way of understanding their judgement? 

While it is true that one possible translation of hamas is ‘violence’ there is more to it than that 

because hamas also carries with it the idea of denying support to someone. Thus when Sarah 

accused Avraham of not supporting her against the rebellious Hagar, she said hamasi aleikha, 

my wrong [that I endure] is upon you. Rashi explains that Avraham was to blame for Sarah’ 

humiliation because he refrained from reproving Hagar. Sarah used the same word in 

berating Avraham that God used in sealing the decree against the generation of the Flood - 

hamas. In this case it was meant in the sense of withhold support for someone in need, i.e. 

Sarah. In other words, by not speaking out against the injustice being done to her, Avraham 

had robbed her. It is in accordance with this background that Jewish translations tend to 

interpret hamas as robbery. Indeed, it is important to note that this is not robbery in the 

regular sense that we think of - a burglar in stripy shirt carrying a swag bag breaking into a 

house, but in the sense of a failure to speak out and act in the support and defence of 

another. That also means a failure to support materially. Thus the generation of the flood was 

convicted for tolerating injustice and for a lack of active compassion - a lack of tzedekah. 

Noach, by way of contrast, remained generous and compassionate even in the face of 

widespread narcissism and miserliness. That generation, like that of S’dom and ‘Amora, was 

judged for a lack of tzedekah. As we read concerning the latter in Yechezkel 16:49, “The 

crimes of your sister S’dom were pride and gluttony; she and her daughters were careless 

and complacent, so that they did nothing to help the poor and needy.” S’dom then, along 

with the generation of the flood, were judged for their lack of justice. They did nothing to 

help the poor and did nothing to speak out against inequality, which is precisely why Yeshua 

chose to speak of these two judgements in the same breath. “Likewise, as it was in the time of 

Lot — people ate and drank, bought and sold, planted and built; but the day Lot left S’dom, 

fire and sulfur rained down from heaven and destroyed them all. That is how it will be on the 

day the Son of Man is revealed.” Notice how the Yeshua uses the word ‘likewise’ to link the 

judgement of the generation of the flood with that of S’dom and ‘Amora. And notice too how 

the criticism of S’dom and ‘Amora is the same - eating, drinking as well as buying and selling 

land. Now there’s nothing wrong with eating, drinking, getting married and buying and 

selling land. But where is the other in all of this? I am my brother’s keeper. As the Rambam 

said, “And when he eats and drinks, he is obligated to feed the stranger, the orphan and the 

widow, together with all the other unfortunate poor. However, one who closes the doors of 

his courtyard and eats and drinks himself, with his children and his wife, and does not feed 

the poor and the miserable — this is not the celebration of a mitzvah, rather the celebration 
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of the stomach. And regarding such people the verse states, “Their sacrifices will be unto 

them like the bread of mourners, of which all who partake are defiled, because their bread 

was only for themselves.”” 

When we see the judgement of the generation of the flood and of S’dom and ‘Amora in this 

light we understand that the last days generation will be judged on similar terms. What really 

grieves Hashem’s heart is a society that tolerates, and even promotes injustice and inequality. 

Time and time again in Tanakh Hashem identifies Himself as the guardian of the poor, the 

weak and the oppressed. A society that tramples on such people, that cares little for all God’s 

creatures but especially those made in His own image, that pursues the making of money 

regardless of the social harm that results, is, in Yeshua’s own words, ripe for judgement. The 

picture of the Last Days that Yeshua presents us with isn’t a ghoulish one filled with visions of 

beasts and demons, but one in which there is a callous lack of concern for the other, a world 

in which the hand of the abundant is closed to those who have none. Torah commands us 

otherwise, and it is this path of tzedekah (righteousness) that we are to aspire. Which is why, 

concerning the earliest Jewish believers, we read, “All those trusting in Yeshua stayed 

together and had everything in common; in fact, they sold their property and possessions 

and distributed the proceeds to all who were in need. Continuing faithfully and with 

singleness of purpose to meet in the Temple courts daily, and breaking bread in their several 

homes, they shared their food in joy and simplicity of heart, praising God and having the 

respect of all the people. And day after day the Lord kept adding to them those who were 

being saved.” Let us therefore go and do likewise! 


