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A “Rosh Katan” and a “Rosh Gadol” 
 

R. Yaakov Bieler 
Parashat Noach, 5772 

 
In the online version of the popular Israeli newspaper Yediot Achronot, there is a weekly video 

feature called “Parasha BeRega” (the Tora portion in a minute). In the interests of full disclosure, It is not 
entirely as advertised,  because it usually deals with a point or two rather than the entire Parasha,  the 
presenters squeeze a great deal into their talks by speaking extraordinarily quickly, and this week’s 
presentation lasted in fact two minutes and forty-four seconds.  But it certainly achieves the spirit of the 
enterprise, quickly identifying an issue and addressing it in staccato style. Not only in light of our long-
standing policy at KMS to try to limit Divrei Tora on Shabbat morning to only 10-15 minutes, but because 
of my own predisposition to trying to get to the essence or the heart of a topic, “Parasha BeRega” has 
great appeal.1  
 

This week, for Parashat Noach,2 Nir Manki, an Israeli film actor—different actors appear in the 
video each week—discussed the two major personalities that are mentioned in the Parasha,  Noach at 
the outset (Beraishit 6:9-9:29), and Avraham (Ibid. 11:27-32) at its conclusion.  Many are probably 
familiar with the RaShI at the very beginning of Parashat Noach that distinguishes between the Tora’s 
descriptions of these men’s respective relationships with HaShem:  

 
Beraishit 6:9 
These are the generations of Noach. Noach was in his generations a man righteous and 
whole-hearted; Noah walked with God.   
    
Ibid. 17:1 
And when Abram was ninety years old and nine, the LORD Appeared to Abram, and Said 
unto him: 'I am God Almighty; walk before Me, and be thou wholehearted.  

                                                 
1
 As an illustration of this predilection, a few years ago, when we were having Fri night dinner during Chanuka, and 

I realized that I was scheduled to speak at the  Hashkama Minyan the next morning, I was suddenly struck with 
how challenging a task was ahead of me. On Shabbat Chanuka, along with the regular Shabbat davening, there was 
Hallel, a long Tora reading,  Maftir from a separate Sefer Tora, and Birkat HaChodesh, significantly lengthening the 
service and therefore seriously constraining the time for a Devar Tora at the end of services. And then it struck me: 
what about a Haiku Divar Tora?  The rest of dinner became a Haiku festival with those sitting around the table 
composing numerous Divrei Tora consisting of three lines of 17 syllables, in a 5-7-5 arrangement. In addition to the 
Haiku that I composed for that Shabbat, I continued to create a year’s worth of haiku Divrei Tora based upon 
Parashat HaShavua for each Shabbat. Here is the poem for Parashat Noach from that year, 5767:  
  Noach’s sacrifices 
  HaShem Finds favor in them 
  Martyr overtones?  
   (Based upon Tora Shleima, p. 452, #89.)  

  בראשית רבה )וילנא( פרשת נח פרשה לד
וירח ה' את ריח הניחוח, הריח ריחו של אברהם אבינו עולה מכבשן האש, וירח, ריח של חנניה מישאל ועזריה עולין מכבשן האש, משל לאוהבו 

דמי דורון דידך לדורון דסבך, וירח ה' של מלך שכיבדו, ושלח לו דורון נאה, דסקוס נאה, ועמד בנו ולא כיבדו, עמד בן בנו וכיבדו, א"ל מה 

הריח ריח דורו של שמד, רב שלום בשם ר' מנחמא בר זעירע אמר משל למלך שהיה מבקש לבנות לו פלטין על הים, ולא היה יודע היכן 

יכוננה, באיזה זכות  לבנותה ומצא צלוחית של פפולסמון והלך והריחה ובנה אותה עליה, הה"ד )תהלים כד( כי הוא על ימים יסדה ועל נהרות

 .בזכות )שם /תהלים כ"ד/( דור דורשיו מבקשי פניך יעקב סלה
Anyone wishing to receive a collection of these Haiku’s, please send me your request and I will be happy to oblige.  
2
 http://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-4140534,00.html  

http://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-4140534,00.html
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Beraishit 24:40 
And he (Avraham)  said unto me (Eliezer): The LORD, before whom I walk, will Send His 
angel with thee, and Prosper thy way; and thou shalt take a wife for my son of my 
kindred, and of my father's house;  

  
RaShI on 6:9 
“Noah walked with God”—And regarding Avraham the text states, “walk before Me”; “before 
whom I walk”. Noach required assistance to support him, but Avraham strengthened himself 
and walked on his own in righteousness.  

  
Parasha BeRega, reflecting on RaShI’s comment, suggested that the righteousness of Noach was 

by the book.  Whatever HaShem would Tell him, that was what he did.  Noach virtually never ventured 
out of the box.  His Temimut (wholeheartedness ) and Tzidkut (righteousness) was essentially external,   
already  present in his formative days and never developing beyond the qualities with which he was 
originally endowed.  I would add  that when Noach offered sacrifices once he left the Ark (Beraishit 
8:20), instead of reflecting an act of personal initiative, he might have viewed  this as God’s implied 
Commandment to him since he had been Told to take into the Ark seven of each of the Kosher species 
as opposed to the pairs of the non-Kosher animals (Ibid. 7:2-3 in contrast to 6:19-20). Furthermore, one 
could attribute all such behavior to self-interest—isn’t it beneficial to simply play it safe and adhere to 
whatever God Commands? And if there is no personal investment in all these actions, even if they 
comply with God’s Will, the behaviors  become routinized, and eventually boredom influences the 
individual to go down other paths (drunkenness—Ibid. 9:20-21)3 and lose the respect of some of his 
children (ibid. 22).  
 

The Ynet video went on to explain that Avraham possessed different spirit. He took chances, 
already starting, according to the Rabbis, when he was a young boy, with his challenges first to his father 
Terach and then King Nimrod himself.4  He regularly confronted pagan kings and peoples.  He set out to 
change the world without resorting to or relying on a particular script that had been given to him by God 
to follow.  His Tzidkut and Temimut were achieved by his following something that resided deep within 
him, but that also developed over time, i.e., the guidance of his soul which led to courageous and 
memorable deeds.  

 
The contrast between these two biblical personalities was summarized with a bit of 

contemporary Hebrew slang:  Noach was a “Rosh Katan” (lit. little head) while Avraham was a “Rosh 
Gadol” (big head). The Hebrew Wiktionary defines these terms in the following manner— 

 
Rosh Katan:  A person possessing an outlook that is narrow and simple, one who is 

resistant to changing his opinions and desires, and unwilling to take any 
risks regarding complex issues.5  

 

                                                 
3
 I have always understood Noach’s excessive drinking with survivor guilt arising from his realization that he and his 

family were the sole human survivors of the great flood. Whether or not a greater sense of spirituality would have 
helped him to deal with his existential situation is certainly a matter for debate. 
4
 See RaShI on Beraishit 11:28. 

5
 http://he.wiktionary.org/wiki/%D7%A8%D7%90%D7%A9_%D7%A7%D7%98%D7%9F  

http://he.wiktionary.org/wiki/%D7%A8%D7%90%D7%A9_%D7%A7%D7%98%D7%9F
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Rosh Gadol: A person possessing a broad and all-encompassing outlook regarding 
relevant matters, one who is prepared to change and to take into 
consideration new variables that present themselves.6 

 
In light of these slang generalizations  which help personalize and contemporize these two 

biblical personalities  for the modern temper, Nir Manki concludes the presentation by stating that we 
all have a bit of the overly-cautious Noach and a bit of the idealistic, sacrificial Avraham within us. It is up 
to us to determine if we will act more like Noach, allowing our spiritual aspirations to essentially lie on 
the surface of our beings and be a function of nothing  more than following orders, or will we emulate, 
literally try to be students of Avraham, whose self-conscious marching to a different drummer forged 
the way for an entire nation and made the world a better place.  
 

This past week, in my class at the Hebrew Academy, I suggested that the concept of Ohr 
LaGoyim,7 “a light unto the nations”, was intended to not only encourage select individuals to serve as 
gadflies to society in general, but to create an entire people to serve such a purpose vis-à-vis the rest of 
the world. To what extent could each of us individually, as well collectively as a nation as a whole, 
improve the world morally and spiritually, to act as if we are all Rosh Gadol’s?  
 

I would also add to the engaging and evocative Parasha BeRega presentation, that  the principle 
of MiToch SheLo LiShma BaIn LiShma (from the context of doing things because of an ulterior motive, 
one can eventually reach a purer level of doing things for a pure motive) allows for the possibility of the 
Noach’s among us to eventually develop into Avraham’s over time.  Otherwise, the bar may be set just 
too high and the implication is  that only an elite should even bother to consider the lessons of Avraham.  

 
Perhaps that transition from Noach to Avraham is what has to be discussed in the follow-up to 

this week’s Parasha BeRega and lies at the heart of the following Haiku:  
 
Starting like Noach 
But aspiring to more. 
The journey of man. 
 

 

 

                                                 
6
 http://he.wiktionary.org/wiki/%D7%A8%D7%90%D7%A9_%D7%92%D7%93%D7%95%D7%9C  

7
 Yeshayahu 42:6; 49:6. 

http://he.wiktionary.org/wiki/%D7%A8%D7%90%D7%A9_%D7%92%D7%93%D7%95%D7%9C

