
Among the perennial questions related to the story of Noah 
is why did God destroy the animals? It's one thing for God 
to destroy humanity for its corruption, but why should the 
animals have been held accountable? Some answers: 

With regard to the verse: “For all flesh had 
corrupted its way upon the earth” 
(Gen. 6:12) 
Rabbi Yoḥanan says:  
This teaches that the people of the generation of 
the flood mated male domesticated 
animals with female undomesticated 
animals, and male undomesticated 
animals with female domesticated 
animals, and all male animals with 
human females, and human males with 
all female animals.  
Sanhedrin 108a 

 כִּי הִשְׁחִית כָּל בָּשָׂר 
 אֶת דַּרְכּוֹ עַל הָאָרֶץ 

 יב) :(בראשית ו
  :א"ר יוֹחָנָן

 מְלַמֵּד שֶׁהִרְבִּיעוּ 
 בְּהֵמָה עַל חַיָּה 

 וְחַיָּה עַל בְּהֵמָה 
 וְהַכֹּל עַל אָדָם 
  .וְאָדָם עַל הַכֹּל

  סנהדרין קח.

As gross as it is, it is based on a certain logic. In the creation 
story, God creates animals and humans separately with two 
divine utterances, one for the animals, one for humans: 

(1) God said: Let the earth bring 
forth living beings  
after their kind,  
herd animals, crawling things,  
and the wildlife of the earth after 
their kind! It was so... 
(2) God said: Let us make 
humankind, in our image, according 
to our likeness! (Gen. 1:24-26) 

 וַיּאֹמֶר אֱ�הִים 
תּוֹצֵא הָאָרֶץ נֶפֶשׁ 

  מִינָהּחַיָּה לְ 
בְּהֵמָה וָרֶמֶשׂ וְחַיְתוֹ 

  לְמִינָהּאֶרֶץ 
  ..וַיְהִי כֵן.

וַיּאֹמֶר אֱ�הִים נַעֲשֶׂה 
 אָדָם בְּצַלְמֵנוּ

  ...כִּדְמוּתֵנוּ
 כו-בראשית א:כד

God creates human beings as distinct creatures, endowed 
with the dignity of the divine image. The pre-Flood humans 
disregard that dignity in the most elemental way possible. 
To R. Yohanan, in addition to the repugnance of it, the 
intermingling of the species is the undoing of creation. It is 
an afront to God and something akin to contamination. 
When you have a moldy loaf of bread, do you cut off the 
mold and save unaffected parts, or throw the whole thing 
out? R. Yohanan that while the humans are responsible, 
everything is contaminated and must be destroyed.  

Rabbi Yudan and Rabbi Pinḥas: 
Rabbi Yudan said: This is analogous 
to a king who entrusted his son to a 
teacher who caused him to stray onto 
an evil path.  
The king became angry at his son and 
killed him. The king said: Was it not 
this man who caused him to stray onto 
an evil path? My son is lost; should 
this man endure? That is why: “[And 
the Lord said, I will obliterate…] from 
man to animal, to crawling creatures, 
to bird of the heavens.”  

 .וְרַבִּי פִּנְחָס רַבִּי יוּדָן
 רַבִּי יוּדָן אָמַר 

מָשָׁל לְמֶלֶ� שֶׁמָּסַר אֶת 
בְּנוֹ לְפַדְגוֹג וְהוֹצִיאוֹ 

כָּעַס  .לְתַרְבּוּת רָעָה
 .הַמֶּלֶ� עַל בְּנוֹ וַהֲרָגוֹ

כְּלוּם  :אָמַר הַמֶּלֶ�
הוֹצִיא אֶת בְּנִי 

לְתַרְבּוּת רָעָה אֶלָּא 
 בְּנִי אָבֵד הוּא וְזֶה ?זֶה

  ?קַיָּם
לְפִיכָ� מֵאָדָם עַד 

בְּהֵמָה עַד רֶמֶשׂ וְעַד 
 עוֹף הַשָּׁמַיִם. 

 
Rabbi Pinḥas said: This is analogous 
to a king who was marrying off his 
son and prepared a wedding chamber 
for him. He whitewashed it, painted it, 
and decorated it. The king grew angry 
at his son and killed him. What did he 
do? He entered the wedding chamber 
and began shattering the wood strips, 
breaking the walls, and ripping the 
curtains.  
The king said: Did I not prepare this 
only for my son?  
My son is lost;  
should this [structure] endure?  
That is why God destroyed “from man 
to animal…to bird of the heavens.” 
(Gen. 6:7) 
Gen. Rabbah 28:6 

מָשָׁל  :רַבִּי פִּינְחָס אָמַר
לְמֶלֶ� שֶׁהָיָה מַשִּׂיא 

 .אֶת בְּנוֹ וְעָשָׂה לוֹ חֻפָּה
 .סִיְדָהּ וְכִיְרָהּ וְצִיְרָהּ
כָּעַס הַמֶּלֶ� עַל בְּנוֹ 

 ?מֶה עָשָׂה .וַהֲרָגוֹ
נִכְנַס לְתוֹ� הַחֻפָּה 
הִתְחִיל לְשַׁבֵּר אֶת 
הַקַּנְקַנִּים מַפְקִיעַ 
בַּחִצָּאוֹת וּמְקָרֵעַ 

 :אָמַר הַמֶּלֶ� .בַּכִּילָיוֹת
כְּלוּם עָשִׂיתִי זוֹ אֶלָּא 

בְּנִי אָבֵד  ?בִּשְׁבִיל בְּנִי
לְפִיכָ�  ?וְזוֹ קַיֶּמֶת

מֵאָדָם וְעַד בְּהֵמָה וְעַד 
 מָיִםעוֹף הַשָּׁ 

 ז):בראשית ו( 
 בראשית רבה כח:ו

In Rabbi Yudan's parable, the king (God) employs the 
teacher (the earth and all its creatures) to educate his son 
(humanity). As strange as this might sound, in this picture, 
humans were to learn from animals and model themselves 
on animal behaviors, and then presumably at some point, 
they were to distinguish themselves from animals to 
become human. (Sounds a little like evolution, no?) But 
instead of differentiating themselves from animals, human 
beings ended up emulating the worst in animals in wanton 
cruelty, predatory behavior and unbridled wildness. In 
other words, human beings become evil. For that reason, 
God destroys human beings, and in the process, destroys 
the animals because they modeled that behavior to them.   
In Rabbi Pinhas' parable, the king (God) prepares a 
beautiful huppah (the world) for his son (humanity). The 
son angers the king, presumably because of his evil, and 
being unable to withstand this evil, the king puts him to 
death. In a moment of nihilism, the king says, what's the 
point of all of this? And he begins to dismantle the huppah. 
The message: God creates the world for the purpose of 
human beings. When human beings become evil, this 
angers God to the point that God decides to annihilate them 
and start over. God sees no point in sustaining a world and 
its creatures for evil human beings and so destroys the 
humanity, and all of its creatures, together with the world.   
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A different take, based on Yonatan Grossman, Genesis: A 
Tale of Beginnings (2017). Let's focus on one specific 
aspect of the world before and after the Flood. When the 
first human couple is created in Genesis 1, God blesses 
them and says:  

בִּדְגַת הַיָּם וּבְעוֹף הַשָּׁמַיִם וּבְכׇל  וְכִבְשֻׁהָ וּרְדוּפְּרוּ וּרְבוּ וּמִלְאוּ אֶת הָאָרֶץ 
 חַיָּה הָרֹמֶשֶׂת עַל הָאָרֶץ.

Bear fruit and be many and fill the earth and subdue it! 
Have dominion over the fish of the sea, the birds of the 
heavens, and all living things that crawl about on the 
earth! (Gen. 1:28) 
When God blesses Noah upon his exit from the ark, he says: 

ת הָאָרֶץ יִהְיֶה עַל כׇּל חַיַּ  וּמוֹרַאֲכֶם וְחִתְּכֶםפְּרוּ וּרְבוּ וּמִלְאוּ אֶת הָאָרֶץ. 
וְעַל כׇּל עוֹף הַשָּׁמָיִם בְּכֹל אֲשֶׁר תִּרְמֹשׂ הָאֲדָמָה וּבְכׇל דְּגֵי הַיָּם בְּיֶדְכֶם 

 ב)-(בראשית ט:א  נִתָּנוּ.
Bear fruit and be many and fill the earth! Fear-of-you, 
dread-of-you shall be upon all the wildlife of the earth and 
upon all the birds of the heavens, all that crawls on the 
ground and all the fish of the sea— into your hand they 
are given. (Gen. 9:1-2) 
What's the difference between the two blessings? In both 
they are told to Bear fruit and be many. But what is the 
difference between subduing the earth and having 
dominion over all the living creatures, vs. having the 
creatures fear and dread human beings? In God's plan for 
the world in Genesis 1, human beings are to be sovereign 
over the world. That is what being in God's image means: 
just as God is sovereign over the universe, humans are to 
be - in God's image - sovereign over all living creatures. 
The verb ּוּרְדו means to have dominion. We see this verb in 
the context of rules relating to the Hebrew slave:  לאֹ תִרְדֶּה
 You shall not dominate him with crushing labor בוֹ בְּ פָרֶ�
(Lev. 25:43), and in other contexts relating to dominion 
over others - כִּי הוּא רֹדֶה בְּכׇל עֵבֶר הַנָּהָר-Solomon has 
dominion over the whole region west of the Euphrates (1 
Kings 5:4). Sovereignty implies a hierarchical relationship: 
the king rules over the subject. But it also implies 
dependency: the king takes care of the subject and doesn't 
kill him/her. In other words, sovereignty implies mutuality 
and symbiosis. In God's plan of creation in Genesis 1, 
humans have sovereignty over animals. They can employ 
them but they are also to take care of them, and, most 
importantly, they cannot kill them for food. In this idyllic 
pre-Flood world, animals and humans are supposed to get 
along symbiotically, and all the species are distinct from 
one another ּוַיַּעַשׂ אֱ�הִים אֶת חַיַּת הָאָרֶץ לְמִינָהּ וְאֶת הַבְּהֵמָה לְמִינָה- 
God made the wildlife of the earth after their kind, and 
the herd-animals after their kind, and all crawling things 
of the soil after their kind (Gen. 1:25), and human beings 
are specifically differentiated from animals.  In that idyllic 
world, human beings (and animals, by the way) are 
supposed to be vegetarians:  ַהִנֵּה נָתַתִּי לָכֶם אֶת כׇּ ל עֵשֶׂב זֹרֵע
זֶרַע אֲשֶׁר עַל פְּנֵי כׇל הָאָרֶץ וְאֶת כׇּל הָעֵץ אֲשֶׁר בּוֹ פְרִי עֵץ זֹרֵעַ זָרַע 
 Here, I give you all plants seeding forth .לָכֶם יִהְיֶה לְאׇכְלָה
seeds that are upon the face of all the earth, and all trees 
in which there is tree fruit seeding forth seeds; for you 

shall they be, for eating, (Gen. 1:29). In other words, God 
envisions an equilibrium between all species, with human 
beings having dominion over them, that is, taking care of 
them while at the same time, not killing them for food or 
for any other purpose like ritual or sport.           
The crisis that brings about the Flood is that human beings 
become corrupt in all conceivable ways, including those 
offered by the rabbis above. But the main aspect of that 
corruption is the failure to manage that sovereignty over 
creation and thereby live up to being in the image of God. 
Already as early as Cain and Abel, human beings break that 
symbiosis. As a shepherd, Abel not only raises sheep for 
wool. At some point, he discovered that eating roasted 
animal flesh was a highly efficient, less labor-intensive 
means of getting nouishment. He breaks the symbiosis. And 
in at least one instance, he slaughters animals for a sacrifice. 
In our natural horror at what happens next, we overlook the 
fact that when he offered his sacrifice, he is actually 
violating the norm that God ordained! We mis-read that 
story to think that God "preferred" Abel's sacrifice. But 
when the Torah says ֹוַיִּשַׁע ה אֶל הֶבֶל וְאֶל מִנְחָתו-And God 
turned to Abel and his offering - it means that God was 
surprised and astonished at Abel's act and took note of 
Abel, as opposed to simply accepting his sacrifice. In other 
words, Abel's sacrifice was so innovative and extraordinary 
as a demonstration of power, ingenuity, and creativity, that 
God took note of it and (more importantly!) he took note 
of Abel in a way that was obviously upsetting to Cain. With 
Abel violating one divine norm to gain God's attention, 
Cain felt challenged to violate the norm himself. Instead of 
just killing an animal, he kills a human being, his brother. 
Thus, God's plan for the world is shattered already in the 
first generation. The symbiosis between humans and 
animals, as well as between humans and other humans, is 
shattered, It is a wonder that God doesn't start over right 
then and there. But in the hope that human beings will 
return to the norm, God waits to see what happens for the 
next ten generations. Things just get worse.    Before the 
Flood the existence of the world depended on human 
beings. If humans violated the norm, the existence of the 
entire world was at stake. When they violated it, the world 
was destroyed. After the Flood, when the world was 
reconstituted with Noah, God no longer places that 
tremendous degree of responsibility on human beings 
because he knows they can't live up to it. They are no longer 
sovereign over animals and live symbiotically with them. 
They may kill for food, but they may not consume blood. 
Murder of other human beings is forbidden.      Why were 
the animals killed in the Flood? Because prior to the Flood 
animals were dependent on human beings. When human 
beings in their depravity, behaved more like animals, they 
violated that symbiosis. The animals perished because of 
human depravity. Sadly, as the Simhat Torah Massacre in 
Israel has tragically demonstrated to us, human depravity 
and evil, is still with us. In abundance.  

 עם ישראל חי!                           שבת שלום. 


