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Plowing for a Better World
R. Mois Navon
Beit HaKenneset HaSefaradi BeRimon — Shabbat Noah 5783
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“And Noah found favor in the eyes of God.”

Wow. What a description. Is that not what every person would ever want to have
written about them?' If only that could be written about me! What exactly was it about
Noah that earned him this coveted status? A status that, as we know, God thought

worthy enough to start the world over with him:
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The Ramban explains that such a praiseworthy description was said of none other than
Moses! That’s quite a comparison. The reason for all this, explains the Ramban, is that
“all his deeds was pleasing and pleasant” — that is, “naim” — pleasing to others, and
“ne’imim” — pleasing in and of themselves. The Ramban ends here by saying that all this

led to Noah being called “righteous and whole™:
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On this title (toar) of “Tzadik tamim” the Ramban explains that Noah was perfect
(tamim) in his righteousness (tzedek). But he is careful to note that this description

applies to actions:

! Note: while most commentators read the expression positively, some read it negatively (i.e., he was not

worthy but God had mercy on him) — see, e.g., Radak (ad loc.) who brings both ways.
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So it is actions that make up his righteousness. So much so that the Ramban was not
willing to accept Ibn Ezra’s interpretations that Noah’s righteousness included both
goodness of deed and goodness of heart. No, the term Tzadik tamim emphasizes only

deeds (though we may speculate that such were prompted by a good heart).

Interestingly, the Midrash emphasizes that “righteous” (tzadik) implies the specific action

of “mechalkel” taking care of the food and (more broadly) economic needs of others:
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So, what I would like to propose to you is that Noah’s righteousness — the very trait that
got him and his family saved, the very essence of why he found favor in God’s eyes, was
TECHONOLOGY. Of course, he was a righteous person, but that is NOT why he
carned the title “tzadik tamim”, as we read in the Ramban’s comments against the Ibn
Ezra. It was, I suggest, Noah’s actions to develop technology to improve the economic

condition of humanity that gained him this coveted title.

To prove my thesis, we need look no further than the very verse describing Noah’s
naming:
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“And he called his name Noah, saying: "This same shall comfort us in our work
and in the toil of our hands, which cometh from the ground which the LORD

hath cursed.”
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But what exactly did Noah do to bring “comfort” from the “work” and “toil” of their
hands? The Radak asks precisely this question and answers (in an expansion of Rashi’s

comments based on the midrash Tanchuma 1:11):
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So Noah’s great contribution to humanity, the act for which he was named, was: the

plow.

Technology!

It is with this that Noah undid the curse of Adam:
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And while we might conjecture that God would not be pleased with the undoing of the
curse under which he had placed man, God is cleatly #of upset with Noah, as He chooses
him to begin the world anew. This is the divine stamp of approval for technological
development. Indeed, God doesn’t want us to suffer, to be burdened (itzavon), rather

He wants us to undo the curse of Adam. He wants us to fix the world — with technology.

But what is even more fascinating (meratek) than the fact that the Torah here denotes
this turning point in the history of man with the invention of the plow, is that the history

of science supports this very claim!

The science historian (historion hamada), James Burke, explains that before the plow,

people were hunter-gatherers (20P2-0°77%), they lived in small clans that could be

2 Similarly Rashi (ad loc.). 22 0% 77 X 11 X2 XOW 7Y ,11°7 712X DX 1392 A3 - 120902 77 (03:7) PwRI2 "w7)
,MI W2 ,WRIT QTR 2w N79p0 L0000 DY DTN 2RI IROXIM PIRT AN 077 1797 R Awnn

1107 11,0300 100,

© Mois Navon 3 www.DivteiNavon.com



http://www.divreinavon.com/

mobile to follow the animals and find new vegetation.” But it was the plow that changed

everything, as Burke explains:

This is the first great man-made trigger of change: the plow. Because with it, you
know how much harvest you're going to get next year and because of that, you
know you're gonna be here next year and because of that you can plan for the
future and after a while when you can produce surplus food, then that's when
things really start to move in the tiny settlements. With regular food supplies the
population explodes. The village expands there are more buildings and they're
bigger for bigger families and the more permanent you domesticate animals for
their milk and their meat in their skin because they're not there to hunt anymore.
And basket weaving and the twisting of grass to do it teaches you how to spin
flax and that makes linen. But it's the grain that causes the fundamental change
because with it you bake the bread that is the staple diet on which everybody
lives. And you learn about ovens and about the effects of heat on mud and brick.
But above all you have to have somewhere to store the grain surplus: in pots.
But there's so much surplus by now. You need the pots to be made faster and
you need them to last longer. So the potter's wheel (2°°12X) happens. Then
comes a problem of who does it belong to and the only answer to that is this:
Writing. And the very first writing takes the form of a name and a symbol for

what's inside this pot or a lot of pots or an entire village granary.*
And from here to the need to channel water, defend cities, metal work, etc. etc..
He also explains that if man were to ever destroy the world, halila, the survivors would

have to first and foremost make a plow before they could do anything else to start to

rebuild the world.” Exactly as did Noah! And this, because the first order of business in

3 See https:/ /blogs.timesofisrael.com/ the-plowman-parshat-noah/

4 Transctipt: https://www.yousubtitles.com/James-Burke-Connections-Ep-1-The-Trigger-Effect-id-
2474792

> The only way you’re going to survive is if you find the one thing you need to keep on providing the food
you’re going to have. And you don’t need the mechanized version of that thing. You need the kind people
haven’t used in a hundred years. Ah, you need that kind of plow. It’s taken a series of miracles just to get

you this far and here you are with the biggest miracle of all a plow and animals to pull it so maybe after a
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a society is food — we must “mechalkel” ourselves.® It is upon this that our entire

cconomy starts.

It is because of this that God chose Noah — he had the ability to “mechalkel” the world.
It is because of this that he was called righteous (tzadik tamim). Because of his ability to
rebuild civilization from scratch, his ability to design and develop meaningful technology,
his ability to turn back the curse of Adam. Noah was Tzadik tamim because he was an

engineer!

Now, for all the good that technology does for the world, it must be stated that “tikkun
olam” — making the world the better place that it is to be is a two-pronged effort: one
prong is the technology to remove us from our burdens, the other prong is the ethics to

guide us to design, develop and deploy the technology for the good.

Interestingly, just as critical as the plow was to move civilization forward, R. J. Sacks
explains that it was morality, in the form of common religious beliefs, that allowed that
civilization to trust each other enough to work together as a cohesive society. “By
establishing moral communities on a large scale through shared beliefs ... religion solved
the problem of [how to] establish trust between strangers. Without this, it is doubtful

that humanity would ever have left the hunter-gatherer stage.””
So while we have made truly astounding strides in our efforts to develop technology, it is
incumbent upon us to develop the morality that frames both our technologies and our

societies.

Shabbat Shalom.

few days of fumbling around with the harnesses and the bits and pieces you managed to yoke up the oxen
and plow the land and then and only then can you say that you have successfully escaped the wreckage of
technological civilization and lived off the land.

6 As Abraham Maslow famously explained that food is the first basic need, “all [other needs to] be waved
aside as fripperies which are useless since they fail to fill the stomach” (“A Theory of Human Motivation,”
Psychological Review, 50[4], 1943, pp.370-396).

7 Sacks, Morality, p. 291.
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