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1st Aliya (Kohen) – Bereishit 6:9-22 
Noach is introduced as a righteous man who
“walked with God”. He had three sons, Shem,
Ham and Yefet. The people have become
thieving and corrupt. Noach is told by God that
He will destroy the world with a flood and
commands him to build a wooden Ark with
specific dimensions. Noach and his family are to
enter the Ark, as well as a male and female of
every non-kosher species of animal and bird (see
p.3 article).

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 7:1-16
In addition, seven males and females from each
species of kosher animal and bird are to enter the
Ark. Noach is 600 years old when the Flood
starts. The waters fall gently for the first seven
days, then heavily for 40 days and nights.

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 7:17-8:14
The rising Flood waters cover the highest
mountains and wipe out every living creature.
The rains strengthen for a further 150 days, after
which they stop and the waters start to recede.
Ten months after the start of the Flood, the
mountain tops become visible again. Forty days
later, Noach sends out a raven and then a dove,
to see if the Flood waters have receded.

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 8:15-9:7
Upon God’s command, Noach, his family and the
animals leave the Ark. Noach builds an altar and
brings one of every kosher animal and bird as an
offering. This pleases God, Who pledges never
again to destroy life on Earth.

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 9:8-9:17
God establishes His covenant never to destroy
the world with another flood, with the rainbow as
its sign. Whenever a rainbow appears, it is a
‘reminder to God’ to keep this promise.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 9:18-10:32
Noach plants a vineyard, eventually drinking its
wine and becoming drunk. Cham enters Noach’s
tent and disgraces his father; Shem and Yefet
then protect Noach’s dignity. After Noach wakes
up, he realises what has happened and curses
Cham and his descendants, but blesses Shem
and Yefet. Noach dies at the age of 950. Cham
and Yefet’s descendants are listed, including
Cham’s great grandson Nimrod, a mighty warrior
and conqueror.

Point to Consider: How were Shem’s
descendants rewarded for the honour that 
Shem showed his father? (see Rashi to 9:23) 

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 11:1-11:32
All people share a common language and live in
Babylonia. They decide to build a city with a
tower that can reach the heavens – the Tower of
Babel. The Midrash says that, led by Nimrod,
they wanted to wage war against God. However,
God thwarts their plans, dispersing them around
the world and introducing different languages so
that they can no longer understand one another.
Shem’s descendants are listed, up to the
generation of Avram (later Avraham) and his
nephew Lot. Avram marries his niece Sarai (later
Sarah), who is not blessed with children.

Question: What were the names of Avraham’s
brothers? (11:26)  Answer on bottom of page 6.

Haftarah
Chapter 54 of Yeshaya (Isaiah) refers to the
Flood, labelling it ‘the waters of Noach’. The
Midrash explains that Noach was partly to
blame for the deluge, as he could have prayed
more fervently for his generation to be spared
(see p.4 article).
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3In memory of Yehuda ben Yaakov HaCohen

Choosing your Language
by Rabbi Shlomo Odze, Associate Rabbi, South Hampstead United Synagogue

Having built the Ark, Noach
entered into it with his family,
together with animals – “from
the pure animals and from
the animals that are not pure,
from the birds and from all
that creeps upon the earth”
(Bereishit 7:8). 

The Talmud (Pesachim 3a) states: “Rabbi
Yehoshua ben Levi said: One should not utter a
coarse expression with one’s mouth. The verse
[quoted above] uses a circumlocution of eight
letters to avoid uttering a coarse expression, for it
says ‘from the pure [i.e. kosher] animals and from
the animals that are not pure [i.e. not kosher]’”.
The Torah could have said ‘impure’ (hameh) and
instead chose to say ‘not pure’ (hrvhe hnnya rwa),
which amounts to eight more letters in the
Hebrew text. 

This statement raises a question. This is not the
only time the Torah tells us about animals which
are pure and not pure. On numerous occasions
the Torah in fact uses the word ‘impure’, such as
in parashat Shemini where we are told about
which animals we are prohibited and permitted to
eat (Vayikra chapter 11). In that case, the longer
form of words is not used; rather, the Torah uses
the word ‘impure’. Why?

There is a fundamental difference between what
we are being told here in the Book of Bereishit
and what we are told elsewhere in the Torah, such
as in parashat Shemini. In Bereishit we are being
told about something that was not yet Jewish law.
Even though God was telling Noach to take
different numbers of animals based on what
would one day – after the receiving of the Torah –
be classified as kosher and non-kosher, this did
not apply in practice yet. By using this longer form
of words, the Torah is teaching us that in such
circumstances we can afford to be more careful
with what we say and where possible try to couch
things in softer terms.

Later on (in parashat Shemini), after the giving of
the Torah, we are being taught the practical
halachot of what we are allowed and not allowed
to eat. Here there can be no room for ambiguity.
The Torah is therefore careful to be as clear as
possible by stating categorically that something
is ‘impure’ as opposed to saying, as in Bereishit,
that it is ‘not pure’. This clarity of reference leaves
no room for practical misunderstanding.

This small but critical difference in language
teaches us a very important lesson about how 
we speak. In general, we must be very careful 
to ensure that the way we talk is appropriate 
and refined, even if takes longer to say the same
thing. Yet when it comes to communicating 
what is right and wrong we must ensure that,
although communicated appropriately and with
sensitivity, messages are clear, with no room 
for misunderstanding, even if it may mean using
a more direct form of words.



4In memory of Yisrael Shmuel ben Yirmaya Yehoshuah

When to Stay Silent 
by Rabbi Daniel Fine, Community Rabbi, Stanmore & Canons Park United
Synagogue

As much as Judaism
values a correctly 
placed word (and 
rejects a misplaced
word), we also place
tremendous value on
silence. It is the key 
to maintaining a strong

inner world. Yet the balance between noise 
and silence is a delicate one; being silent at the
wrong time can also be a tragic error. 

A few years ago I visited the Ayalon Institute. 
This was a kibbutz-based underground Haganah
factory hidden beneath a laundry room, which
produced two million bullets under the noses 
of the British in the 1930s. The 45 people who
worked in this factory had to keep their work 
an absolute secret, even from their spouses and
the other workers on the kibbutz, whom they
nicknamed ‘giraffes’ (for they were unaware of
what was going on under their noses). 

They would pretend to set off early morning to a
nearby kibbutz, only to perform a U-turn and
sneak back into the kibbutz, to the hidden
factory. On one occasion, one of the workers
returned home to her husband with copper
clippings in her hair, which she had forgotten 
to remove before leaving the factory. Her
husband was irate, accusing her of committing
adultery with a neighbour who worked at a
nearby metal factory. Instead of breaking her
silence and telling the truth, the lady chose to 
get divorced. Her ex-husband did not find out the
true story until a few decades later, when 
the factory’s work became public knowledge.
This is a striking example of silence going too far.

The haftarah of Noach dubs the great flood 
“the waters of Noach” (Yeshaya 54:9). The
Midrash explains this to mean that Noach was
responsible for the deluge, for he did not pray for
the world's salvation. Yet there is a seemingly
contradictory Midrash (Tanchuma) which

discusses Avraham's conduct towards the city 
of Sedom (see Bereishit 18:16-33). It states that
Avraham stopped praying for Sedom because 
of Noach’s example – he reasoned that “just as
Noach knew that he would not succeed in
praying for the worthy people at the time of the
flood, so too should I (Avraham) not pray for any
worthy inhabitants of Sedom to survive”. This
Midrash would seem to vindicate Noach's
actions, since it presents Avraham as being
correct for following Noach's lead. How can we
reconcile these two Midrashim?

Rabbi Chaim Shmuelevitz (d. 1979) explains that
although Noach knew his prayers could not save
the world, he should have still cried out to
express pain and sorrow about the world’s tragic
situation. He should have emitted a cry of care,
even if it would have been a prayer that would
not have been answered. Avraham correctly
learned from Noach the fact that praying would
not save Sedom. Yet unlike Noach, Avraham
could not be faulted for failing to cry out, for 
he had already shown tremendous care,
compassion and empathy in initially pleading
with God to save the city. Noach was silent at the
wrong time.

Sadly, we are often faced with situations of
suffering and tragedy. Sometimes we are able to
assist and other times we cannot. Yet even when
we cannot help, we are not absolved of the 
duty  to express care and understanding – a cry
of pain or empathy also has value.



5In memory of Chaim ben Moshe Bentzion

Jewish Contemporary Ethics Part 4: Moral Relativism 
and Absolutism II  
by Rabbi Dr Moshe Freedman, New West End Synagogue

The last article described the
drawbacks of deriving ethical
behaviour through reason
alone. Mankind is subjective,
ethnocentric and biased
towards specific vested
interests. In contrast, the
Jewish perspective on

morality is that God is the objective arbiter of
human ethical behaviour, the absolute truth of
which is woven into the reality of creation. 

One might argue that mankind does have the
capacity to agree on global moral standards, 
such as the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights. However, as British philosopher Simon
Blackburn puts it, “there will be a little voice
saying that we are ‘merely’ imposing our wills on
others … it will not silence the relativistic imp on
our shoulders”.  

An alternative approach to determine 
ethical behaviour would be to examine 
the consequences of a particular action, 
as opposed to the action itself. The 18th century
English philosopher Jeremy Bentham proposed
an example of this, termed utilitarianism, 
stating that: “it is the greatest happiness of 
the greatest number that is the measure of 
right and wrong”. His ideas were refined and
popularised in the 19th century by the English
philosopher, John Stuart Mill, who focused on
well-being as the hallmark of the ultimate good.
Indeed, Mill fought for women's rights, improved
labour practices and opposed slavery.

Yet while utilitarian ethics still underpin much of
western liberal society, this system has many
limitations. Firstly, it is difficult to know with
certainty whether the consequences of our
actions will indeed maximise human happiness.
Moreover, even if one could have some certainty,
the logical conclusions of utilitarian ethics are
disturbing, for they imply that one could, for
example, justify the genocide of a minority to
please a majority. 

The 18th century Scottish philosopher David
Hume noted that there is something qualitatively
different between factual observations about 
the world (‘is’ statements), and prescriptive
statements about how individuals ‘ought’ to 
act. Known as the ‘is-ought fallacy’ or 
Hume’s guillotine, as Oxford philosopher and
psychologist Brian Earp puts it: “there is no 
way to reason from facts about the way the 
world is, to statements about the way the world
should be. You can’t derive values from data”. 

One contemporary attempt to apply scientific
objectivity to secular ethics was suggested by
the American philosopher, neuroscientist and
neo-atheist Sam Harris. In his book The Ethical
Landscape, Harris claims that well-being could
be measured scientifically, such that any given
action could be impartially tested for how it
promotes human happiness. Yet regardless of
the practicalities of defining well-being, let alone
measuring it, Harris fails to solve Hume’s
guillotine, because his premise that morality is
about well-being is itself a philosophical
statement, not a scientific one. While Harris
attempts to utilise the prestige of scientific
objectivity to undermine the need for God’s moral
impartiality, he falls straight back into a utilitarian
quagmire. 

Nevertheless, as we will see in the next article,
the fact that mankind believes in an inner 
sense of what is moral and ethical, however
subjective that may be, does have some validity
in Jewish thought.

Jeremy Bentham 
(1748 – 1832)



6In memory of Malka bat Peretz

100 Years since the End of World War I – The War and 
British Jewry Part 2
by Elkan D. Levy, Former President of the United Synagogue 

Before the outbreak of
World War I, Jewish
immigrants had relied upon
the Anglicised Jews to
represent them to the wider
society, whose language
they did not speak and
whose attitudes they did not

comprehend. Yet by the summer of 1916, this
had radically changed.

The established community had sent their sons
to public schools, from where they were
automatically commissioned. Junior officers bore
the brunt of the wartime casualties. By the
summer of 1916, many of the younger members
of the Jewish community who had devoted time
and effort to helping the immigrants had been
killed.

At the same time, the immigrant community was
dealing with the government on matters such as
clothing contracts. This gave the immigrants
increasing confidence in dealing with non-Jewish
society. Suddenly they were able to manage
without the Anglicised Jews of the West End.

In many ways, 1917 was a year of miracles.

In June 1917, General Allenby was sent by Lloyd
George to command British forces in Egypt,
where the British had been unsuccessful. Having
received an instruction from the Prime Minister
to “give Jerusalem to the British people as a
Christmas present”, Allenby attacked at the end
of October. On 9 December, the first night of
Chanukah, Jerusalem surrendered. This was the
first major success of the British army in the
whole war. 

During 1917 the government considered a
declaration in support of Zionist aims. Despite
much opposition from the acculturated Jewish
community, the Zionists, led by Chaim
Weizmann, prevailed. On 2 November 1917 the
Balfour Declaration was duly issued.

In response to a belief that Jews did not make
good soldiers, Chief Rabbi Hertz had paid an
official visit to the Western front and noted “the
large Jewish community now serving with the
Army in the field”. However, earlier in the war,
about 40% of Jewish recruits were rejected on
health grounds.

By 1917 the community was grappling with the
question of establishing a specifically Jewish
military unit. There was real concern in the
community about how Jews might behave under
fire, as there had been no successful Jewish
armies since the Maccabees. Eventually the units
were formed. Officially these were the 38th, 39th
and 40th Royal Fusiliers, but they were always
known as “the Judeans”; they served under
Allenby with distinction.

The war ended in November 1918. Anxious to
record their service and prove that Jews had
‘done their bit’, in 1920 the community produced
The British Jewry Book of Honour. In 636 pages
of text and 364 pages of photographs, it
recorded the names of all the Jews from Britain
and the Empire who served in the Allied Forces. 

The vast social changes which the Great War
brought within British society were also felt in 
the Jewish community. The combination of
economic depression and the rise of fascism
tested the ageing leadership to its utmost; 
many of the younger generation who would have
taken their place had lost their lives on the
battlefields.

Social mobility led the immigrant Jews into 
the suburbs. 29 synagogues joined the United
Synagogue in the interwar years. Yet their loyal
service to the Crown had not destroyed anti-
Semitism. New forms of defence became
essential as a second terrible conflict loomed.

Answer:  Nachor and Haran






