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Divrei Tora: Short, Sweet, and Meaningful? 
 

R. Yaakov Bieler 
Parashat Noach, 5775 

 
An intriguing format for composing Divrei Tora 

A few years ago, when we were having Fri night dinner during Chanuka1 and I realized that I was 
scheduled to speak at KMS’  Hashkama Minyan,2 I was suddenly struck with how difficult a task was 
ahead of me. How much time would possibly left for a Dvar Tora after such a long davening? And then it 
occurred to me: what about a Haiku Dvar 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,  And from that evening on, I continued to create a year’s worth of haiku Parashat 
HaShavua for each Shabbat. Here is what I came up with for Parashat Noach for that year: 
 

Noach 5767 
   

Noach’s sacrifices 
 HaShem Finds favor in them 
 Martyr overtones? 

(Based upon Tora Shleima,3 Parashat Noach, #89, p. 452)4   
 
Another format that while not actually a Haiku according to the letter, nevertheless captures its spirit 

On Yediot Achronot’s  Hebrew website, one of the features in the Yahadut section in this widely-
circulated Israeli newspaper, is  a weekly video entitled Parasha BeRega (the weekly Tora reading in a 
[lit.] minute). In the interests of full disclosure, It is not entirely as advertised, because the presentation 
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 particular week’s presentation lasted 2 
minutes and 44 seconds rather than a single minute. But it certainly achieves the spirit of the enterprise, 
in the sense that while not actually a Haiku, nevertheless one aspect of the Parasha is considered in 
laconic, almost telegraphic fashion. 
 
Parasha BeRega on Parashat Noach—contrasting Noach with Avraham 

                                                 
1
 The morning service on Shabbat Chanuka is much longer than on a typical Shabbat—along with the regular 

Shabbat prayers there is Hallel, a longer Tora reading, a separate Maftir, the possibility of the blessing for the New 
Jewish Month and an additional lengthy paragraph inserted into the Silent Devotions of Shacharit and Mussaf.   
2
 The Minyan begins at 7 and has to be concluded by 8:45 in order to allow for the next Minyan to start on time. 

3
 Menachem Kasher, Vol. 2, American Biblical Encyclopedia Society, New York, 1951. 

4
 Beraishit 8:21  

And the Lord Smelled the sweet savor; and the Lord Said in His Heart: 'I will not again Curse the ground 
any more for man's sake; for the imagination of man's heart is evil from his youth; neither will I again 
Smite any more everything living, as I have Done.  
 
Beraishit Rabba 34; BaMidbar Rabba 13 
The savor was that of our father Avraham rising up from the fiery furnace.  

(See RaShI on Beraishit 11:28 d.h. Al Penai Terach Aviv.) 
 And He Smelled the savor of Chanania, Mishael and Azarya rising up from the fiery furnace. 
  (See Daniel 3:21.)  
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In one particular Parasha BeRega  for Parashat Noach,5 Nir Manki, an Israeli film actor--different 
actors appear each week—discussed the two major personalities that appear in the Parasha,  Noach at 
the outset as well as the body of the Tora’s text,6 and Avraham briefly at its conclusion.7 Many are 
probably familiar with the RaShI at the very beginning of Parashat Noach, that distinguishes between 
the descriptions of these two men’s respective relationship with HaShem:  

 
Beraishit 6:9 
These are the generations of Noach. Noach was in his generations a man righteous and 
whole-hearted; Noach walked with God. 8 

  
Ibid. 17:1 
And when Avram was ninety years old and nine, the Lord Appeared to Avram, and Said 
unto him: 'I am God Almighty; walk before Me, and be thou wholehearted.  

 
Ibid. 24:40 
And he said unto me: 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 Ibid. 6:9 d.h. Et HaElokim Hithalech Noach 
And concerning Avraham, the text states, (17:1) “…Walk before Me”; (24:40) 
“…before Whom I walk”. Noach needed support to prop him up, but Avraham 
was able to find strength from within himself and walk in his righteousness 
before Him.  

  
The Parasha BeRega presentation interprets the Rabbinic contrast between Noach and Avraham 

as follows:  The righteousness of Noach was “by the book”, i.e., he followed the Divine Orders that he 
was given, without making original contributions of his own. Whatever HaShem would Tell him, that was 
what he did. Noach virtually never ventured “outside the box”.  His purity of heart and righteousness 
came from without, and there was no real development of spiritual and ethical qualities over the course 
of his life.  One could even argue that when Noach offered sacrifices once he left the Ark, something 
that he was apparently not  explicitly Commanded to do by God, 
 

Ibid. 8:20 
And Noach builded an altar unto the Lord; and took of every clean beast, and of every 
clean fowl, and offered burnt-offerings on the altar  
  

                                                 
5
 http://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-4140534,00.html  

6
 Beraishit 6:9 ff. 

7
 Ibid. 11:26-31. 

8
 When Noach is contrasted with Avraham, and found wanting to a certain extent, it makes more understandable 

the classic comment of RaShI on Beraishit 6:9, d.h. BeDorotav (in his generation) : 
There are those among our Rabbis who interpret this positively (in praise of Noach), i.e., all the more so 
(would he be righteous) in a generation of other righteous individuals. And there are those who interpret 
this unfavorably (with respect to Noach), i.e., compared to the members of his generation he was deemed 
righteous, but had he lived during the generation of Avraham, he would not have been considered as 
special. 
  

http://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-4140534,00.html
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he in fact even saw this action as God’s implied Commandment to him since he was Ordered to take into 
the Ark seven of each of the Kosher species from which sacrifices could be offered, as opposed to only 
pairs of the non-Kosher animals.  
 

Ibid. 7:2-3 
Of every clean beast thou shalt take to thee seven and seven, each with his mate; and of 
the beasts that are not clean two [and two], each with his mate; of the fowl also of the 
air, seven and seven, male and female; to keep seed alive upon the face of all the earth.   

 
Furthermore, you could attribute all of Noach’s compliance with Divine Instruction behavior 

motivated by self-interest—isn’t it beneficial to simply play it safe and adhere to whatever God 
Commands explicitly and implicitly? And if there is no personal investment in these actions, i.e., they 
originate from without rather than from within, they become routinized and eventually, boredom and 
other factors can influence the individual to go down other paths,9 resulting in the loss of respect on the 
part of his children.10 
 

The ynet video goes on to understand Avraham  as embodying a different motivating spirit than 
Noach. Avraham took chances, starting already, according to the Rabbis, when he was a young boy with 
his challenges to his father Terach and then King Nimrod. 

 
Beraishit Rabba 38:13 
R. Chiya said: Terach was a manufacturer of idols. He once went away somewhere and 
left Avraham to sell in his place. A man came and wished to buy one. “How old are 
you?” Avraham asked him. “Fifty years” was the reply. “Woe to such a man,” he 
exclaimed, “you are fifty years ole and would worship a day-old object!” At this he 
became ashamed and departed. On another occasion a woman came with a plate-ful of 
flour and requested him, “Take this and offer it to them”. He took a stick, broke them 
and put the stick in the hands of the largest. When his father returned, he demanded, 
“What have you done to them?” “I cannot conceal it from you,” he rejoined, “A woman 
came with a plateful of fine meal and requested me to offer it to them. One claimed, ‘I 
must eat first!’ while another claimed, ‘I must eat first!’ Thereupon the largest arose, 
took the stick and broke them.” “Why do you make sport of me,” he cried out, “have 
they then any knowledge?” “Should not your ears listen to what your mouth is saying?” 
he retorted.  
Thereupon he seized him and delivered him to Nimrod. “Let us worship the fire”, he 
proposed. “Let us rather worship water that extinguishes the fire,” replied he. “”Then 
let us worship water!” “Let us rather worship the clouds that bear the water.” “Then let 
us worship the clouds!” “Let us rather worship the winds that disperse the clouds.” 
“Then let us worship the wind!” “Let us rather worship human beings that withstand the 
wind.” “You are just bandying words,” he exclaimed. “We will worship nought but the 

                                                 
9
 E.g., Beraishit 9:20-21 

And Noach the husbandman began, and planted a vineyard. And he drank of the wine, and was drunken; 
and he was uncovered within his tent.   

A more charitable interpretation would see Noach’s drunkenness as a symptom of “survivor guilt”, in the sense 
that the realization that he survived and so many others had died was a psychological state that he wished to 
“escape”.  

10
 Ibid. 22 ff. 
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fire. Behold I will cast you into it and let your God Whom you adore, Come and Save you 
from it…” 
 
 Avraham regularly confronted pagan kings and peoples.11  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 
righteousness and faith were achieved by his responding to what resided deep within him, the guidance 
of his soul, which led to courageous and memorable deeds.  
 

Nir Manki concludes the presentation by stating that we all have a bit of Noach and a bit of 
Avraham within us.12  It is up to us to determine if we will act more like Noach, allowing our spiritual 
aspirations to essentially remain on the surface of our beings without internalization or deep 
understanding, and be a function of no more than following orders—traditions and directives, or will we 
emulate, i.e., try to be students of, Avraham,13 whose marching to a different drummer forged the 
attitude of an entire nation that descended from him and which was dedicated to making the world a 
better place.  
 
Some implications of the Parasha BeRega presentation 

Firstly, we usually think of the idea of serving as a “gadfly”14 to describe the attitude and actions 
of a single individual, e.g., Avraham. But the assumption that all of his descendants, both biological and 
spiritual, contain within them this quality, among others, creates the potential for an entire nation of 
gadflies who  have the capacity to make a significant impact upon the culture of the world at large, truly 
serving as an “Ohr LaGoyim” (light unto the nations),15 a “Mamlechet Kohanim VeGoy Kadosh” (a 

                                                 
11

 See the essay “Avraham the Gadfly” at http://rayanotyaakov.files.wordpress.com/2013/10/5764-vayera.pdf  
12

 This would be an alternate interpretation to the Rabbinic concept of Zechut Avot (the merit of the fathers). 
Rather than assuming that we are simply riding on the coattails of our ancestors and benefitting from the “spiritual 
capital” that they accrued by their profound acts of spiritual courage and assertiveness, we can posit that within us 
can be found at least on a microcosmic level, identical qualities to those that informed the lives of those who came 
before us. Particularly with respect to contradictory qualities, it would be up to the individual’s freedom of choice, 
or in other words, his “Yirat Shamayim” (fear of Heaven) to determine which of such potential qualities would 
prove to be dominant within his particular life and experience. 
13

 E.g., Avot 5:19 
Whomever personifies these three qualities is considered among the students of our Father Avraham…A 
generous spirit, a humble persona and a lowly soul… 

14
 A gadfly is a person who upsets the status quo by posing upsetting or novel questions. The term "gadfly" 

(Ancient Greek: μύωψ, mýops) was used by Plato in the Apology
 
 to describe Socrates's relationship of 

uncomfortable goad to the Athenian political scene, which he compared to a slow and dimwitted horse. During his 
defense when on trial for his life, Socrates, according to Plato's writings, pointed out that dissent, like the gadfly, 
was easy to swat, but the cost to society of silencing individuals who were irritating could be very high. "If you kill a 
man like me, you will injure yourselves more than you will injure me," because his role was that of a gadfly, "to 
sting people and whip them into a fury, all in the service of truth." This may have been one of the earliest 
descriptions of gadfly ethics… http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_gadfly  
15

 Yeshayahu 42:6 
I the Lord have Called thee in righteousness, and have Taken hold of thy hand, and Kept thee, and Set 
thee for a covenant of the people, for a light of the nations;  

Ibid. 49:6 
Yea, He Saith: 'It is too light a thing that thou shouldest be My Servant to raise up the tribes of Yaakov, 
and to restore the offspring of Israel; I will also Give thee for a light of the nations, that My Salvation may 
be unto the end of the earth.'   

http://rayanotyaakov.files.wordpress.com/2013/10/5764-vayera.pdf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Status_quo
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Greek
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plato
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apology_%28Plato%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apology_%28Plato%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Socrates
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Greece
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apology_%28Plato%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apology_%28Plato%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dissent
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Horse-fly
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gadfly_ethics
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_gadfly
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kingdom of priests and a holy nation) by means of accepting and following the Tora’s Commandments, 
but also by your very nature.16 
 

Secondly, I would suggest that the principle of MiToch SheLo LiShma BaIn LiShma (from the 
context of acting due to ulterior motives, eventually such actions can be purified and become 
idealistically motivated), allows for the possibility of those among us for whom Noach’s qualities 
currently appear to gain the upper hand, to aspire to develop into manifestations more closely aligned 
with Avraham’s qualities over time.  Short of advancing such a notion, it would appear that serving as a 
“student of Avraham” would be reserved for a small spiritual elite, with everyone else using the Noach 
model as an excuse not to strive to become more spiritually mature and developed. In fact, there 
probably exists a range stemming from attitudes associated with Noach to those representative of 
Avraham—this all assumes of course that an individual is committed to carrying out God’s Will 
regardless of the motivation; unfortunately this is certainly not the case in many instances, and if a 
person is not interested in complying with the Commandments altogether, it can hardly be expected 
that eventually he will do so out of the purest intentions—within each of us, and we assume different 
positions on this spectrum over the course of our lives, and with regard to different types of actions.17 

 
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. 
 

 

 

                                                 
16

 Shemot 19:6 
And ye shall be unto Me a kingdom of priests, and a holy nation. These are the words which thou shalt 
speak unto the children of Israel.'  

17
 In other words, it is quite possible that within the same individual, regarding certain types of activities he is a 

“Noach” and for others he is “Avraham”.  


