
At the end of this parasha of beginnings, we get the list of 

generations from Adam to Noah. Each person's name is a 

puzzle. The Torah just names the individual, tells us how 

old he was when he had his firstborn, tells us how long he 

lived after that, and then tells us the total number of years 

he lived. That is, until we get to the end of the list, with the 

birth of Noah. We read: 

ֶ֠֞ה   ר זֶ  חַ לֵאמ ֹ֑ א אֶת־שְמ֛וֹ נ ֹ֖ ָ֧ קְר  נוּוַיִּ ן־  יְנַחֲמֵֵ֤ ינוּ מִּ צְב֣וֹן י דֵֵ֔ נוּּ֙ וּמֵעִּ מַעֲשֵֵׂ֙ ִֽ מִּ

ה מ ֵ֔ אֲד  ֣ הּ ה  ֹ֖ רְר  ר אִֵֽ  )בר׳ ה:כט(  ׃׳ה אֲשֶֶׁ֥

He called his name: Noah, saying:  Zeh 

yenahamenu/May this-one comfort-our-sorrow from 

our toil, from the pains of our hands coming from the 

ground, which God has cursed. (Gen. 5:29) 

In terms of name and naming, there is already a curious set 

of precedents. 

Adam No explanation for his name. But the meaning is 

obvious: he comes from adamah-earth.     ם ד  ה  א 

ה  מ  ן ה  אֲד  ר מִּ פ   ע 

Hava-

Eve 

At first she is called ה ש  י   isha-woman because-אִּ כִּ

ה ז את יש לֻקְח  יש she was taken from-מֵאִּ  .ish-man-אִּ

Only later does Adam name her חַוּ ה-Hava-Eve, 

י ל ח  ה אֵם כׇּ יְת  וא ה  י הִּ  because she was the mother-כִּ

of all who י   .hay-live-ח 

Kayin-

Cain 

Eve names him saying, יש אֶת ה׳ י אִּ יתִּ נִּ  I have-ק 

formed-kaniti-י יתִּ נִּ  .a man with God ק 

Hevel-

Abel 

No meaning given. But none is necessary. הֶבֶל-

hevel means mist or breath. 

Shet-

Seth 

Eve names him saying,  ים זֶרַע אַחֵר י אֱלֹהִּ ת  לִּ י ש  כִּ

ן יִּ גוֹ ק  י הֲר  ת -God has granted-shut -תַחַת הֶבֶל כִּ  me  ש 
another seed in place of Hevel, for Kayin killed him. 

By the time Noah is born, eighteen other characters appear 

by name - descendants of Cain and descendants of Seth - 

and none of their names have explanations.  The explana-

tion of Noah's name comes out of the blue and signals to us 

that Noah will be a significant character. The explanation 

נוּ   יְנַחֲמֵֵ֤ ֶ֠֞ה   ?this one will comfort us is puzzling. Why - זֶ 

Because  ַח  which means נ.ו.ח. Noah comes from the root-נ 

rest, and ּיְנַחֲמֵנו-yenahamenu is based on the 

root . נ.ח.מ. which means comfort. If Noah was 

supposed to bring comfort to people, he should 

have been named Nahum or Menahem or 

Nahman! The rabbis took note of this problem 

and saw it as an invitation to discuss a set of deeper 

questions. What was the state of the world when Noah was 

born? What is the terrible condition that Noah is going to 

comfort or repair? Enter the great debating duo, R. Yohanan 

and Resh Lakish.1 Let's examine their debate. 

 
1 They are commonly believed to be in the second 
generation of Amoraim, the era immediately following the 
completion of the Mishna. They were related to each other 
by marriage (Resh Lakish married R. Yohanan's sister), and 
in one of the most evocative talmudic legends, they 
originally met while swimming in the Jordan river. Resh 

R. Yohanan: Noah Will Repair Order in Nature 

R. Yoḥanan said: ש דְר  ש הוּא הַשֵם וְל א הַשֵם הוּא הַמִּ דְר   .ל א הַמִּ

He is alerting us to the central problem of this verse: the 

midrash, that is, the explanation of the name, this one will 

comfort us does not fit with the actual name Noah, and the 

name Noah does not match Lemekh's explanation.   

It should have said instead: ּן זֶה יְנַחֲמֵנו יחֵנוּ, אוֹ נַחְמ  חַ זֶה יְנִּ  נ 

The name should have been consistent with the explana-

tion. If they had named him Noah, then they should have 

explained it as, This one will give us rest [yaniḥenu]. But 

since they used the explanation, This one will comfort us 

[yenaḥamenu] they should have named him Nahman. 

However, when the Blessed Holy One created Adam-

the-first-man, he gave him control over everything; 

the cow would heed the plowman, and the furrow 

would heed the plowman. When Adam sinned, they 

rebelled against him; the cow did not heed the 

plowman, and the furrow did not heed the plowman. 

When Noah appeared, they abstained [naḥu].  

Explanation: According to R. Yohanan the creation of 

human beings came with the provision that they had 

dominion over animals and had power over all creation. 

Animals were originally supposed to obey human orders, 

and the earth was originally supposed to 'obey' human 

actions, such that if someone plowed a field, the furrows 

would remain intact and not collapse or revert to their un-

plowed state. When Adam sinned, the earth was cursed. 

Animals no longer obeyed humans, and the earth no 

longer yielded to human labor. Animal husbandry and 

agriculture thus became precarious. Survival was a 

challenge. That is until Noah was born. When Noah was 

born both the animals and the earth yielded to humans. This 

is based on a play-on-words: Noah-nahu, they rested. But 

to prove this, R. Yohanan musters a prooftext:  

From where is that derived? Rest [neyaḥa] is stated 

here (with Noah) and elsewhere (with laws of Shabbat) it is 

stated: So that your ox and your donkey will rest 

[yanuaḥ] (Exodus 23:12).2 Just as neyaḥa that is stated 

there refers to the resting of an ox, so, too, neyaḥa 

that is stated here refers to the resting of an ox. 

Explanation. We interpret biblical texts by connecting one 

text to another. If a word appears in one context with a set 

of associations and meanings from that context, then we can 

apply it to another context. In this case, the word is  ַי נוּח-

Lakish had been a thug and a thief and R. Yohanan 
convinced him to become his student. He mentored him so 
well that they eventually became colleagues. 
ת לְמַעַן יָנוּחַ  שׁוֹרְךָ  2 יךָ וּבַיּוֹם הַשְבִיעִי תִשְׁבֹּ ה מַעֲשֶׁ ת יָמִים תַעֲשֶׁ שֶׁׁ  שֵׁׁ

ר. )שמות כג:יב(  ן אֲמָתְךָ וְהַגֵׁ שׁ בֶׁ ךָ וְיִנָפֵׁ רֶׁ  וַחֲמֹּ
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yanuah.  In the Shabbat 

law it applies to an ox. 

The ox has to rest. 

Noah's very name 

contains within it a hint  

to this condition. If in the 

Shabbat context the 

resting implies an equilibrium between humans and 

animals, Noah's very name implies a restored equilibrium 

between humans and animals. Thus, when Noah was born 

the hierarchy in nature was restored by bringing rest (and 

by implication, comfort) to humanity.  

Resh Lakish: Noah Will Restore the Boundary 

Between the Living and the Dead.  

Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish said: ש דְר   The ל א הַשֵם הוּא הַמִּ

name does not correspond with the midrash, (the 

interpretation)  ש הוּא הַשֵם דְר   and the midrash וְל א הַמִּ

(interpretation) does not correspond with the name.  

Resh Lakish reverses R. Yohanan's opening, preparing us 

for a different argument. First he is going to make the same 

case that the name does not fit with the explanation.  

It should have said instead: Noah, this one will give us 

rest [yaniḥenu], or Naḥman, this one will comfort us 

[yenaḥamenu].  

On this they concur. 

However, until Noah appeared, the water would rise 

and inundate them in their graves. Who calls the 

waters of the sea is written twice (Amos 5:8; 9:6)  

corresponding to the two times that the water would 

rise and inundate them in their graves, once in the 

morning and once in the evening. 

Okay. This requires an urgent explanation. Resh Lakish is 

appropriating a phrase from the prophet Amos,   הַקּוֹרֵא לְמֵי

 which means, God calls the waters of the sea and הַי ם 

applying it to the period of generations after Adam's sin and 

prior to the birth of Noah. This is a big stretch relying on a 

lot of assumptions, which is why it is such a fascinating 

argument (and why Resh Lakish is such an interesting figure!) 

When people died in the generations after Adam their 

graves were inundated by water twice a day, at morning and 

at night. How he arrives at this is a brilliant (if not mind-

bending!) feat of midrashic reasoning.    

That is what is written: Like desecrated corpses lying in 

the grave (Psalms 88:6)3 - the corpses (from those 

generations) who were lying (in their graves) were 

desecrated.  

He cites this very dark psalm which is all about death, graves, 

corpses, and divine abandonment, and makes an implicit 

connection to the horrible generations leading up to Noah. The 

psalm is referring to them. In his reading, the people of those 

generations who died and were buried do not rest in peace. 

Based on a later verse in that psalm4 he imagines that their 

 
ר לֹּא זְכַרְתָם עוֹד  3 ר אֲשֶׁׁ בֶׁ י קֶׁ כְבֵׁ תִים חׇפְשִׁי כְמוֹ חֲלָלִים שֹּׁ   בַמֵׁ

graves are inundated with water, morning and night, such that 

the water remains there all the time. However... 

When Noah appeared, they rested [in their graves].  

This is his punchline. Noah brought proper rest to all those 

who had died in previous generations. And this is based on 

Resh Lakish's reading of a verse in Isaiah, describing the 

fate of the righteous, says that they rest in peace. As we will 

note next week, Noah is such a person.  

Rest [neyaḥa] is stated here [Noah's name] and rest 

[neyaḥa] is stated elsewhere [in Isaiah].  The verse [in 

Isaiah] reads: May he [referring to Noah, the upright 

one] depart in peace…may they [all the people who 

have died and been buried] rest [yanuḥu] [in peace] 

upon their resting places (Isaiah 57:2).5 

Resh Lakish bases his interpretation on the similarity of 

the name Noah to yanuhu-they shall rest. 

Just as neyaḥa that is stated there refers to the rest of 

the grave so too neyaḥa that is stated here refers to 

the rest of the grave. 

A Sermonic Conclusion on the 3rd Anniversary of 10/7: 

If you have made it this far, you might now ask the 

reasonable question: what is this debate about? 
The era that followed the expulsion of  Adam and Eve was 

filled with turmoil. According to R. Yohanan that turmoil 

was reflected in the unravelling of nature. According to 

Resh Lakish that turmoil was reflected in the breakdown 

between the zone of life and death. 

For R. Yohanan nothing worked properly. For Resh Lakish, 

people lived with the primordial fear that their loved ones 

would be submerged and that death would inundate the 

living. Noah's father, Lemekh, was a person of hope. He 

named his son Noah in the hope that this era of natural 

disorder (R. Yohanan) or the commingling of the dead with 

the living (Resh Lakish) would cease. ּנו ֶ֠֞ה יְנַחֲמֵֵ֤  this one will-זֶ 

comfort us.          A Takeaway: When people experience 

trauma - consider this past week as we remembered the 

traumas of October 7, 2023 - they deploy metaphors to 

describe how their world has been broken.  Some, like R. 

Yohanan, would say, there is no order, nothing works the 

way it should, nothing makes sense. Some, like Resh 

Lakish, would go further and say, we live in fear; the zone 

of the living has been polluted by the dead; how do we 

revere life? Comfort is about lifting those metaphors. To 

Lemekh, Noah was a harbinger of comfort. ּנו ֶ֠֞ה יְנַחֲמֵֵ֤  this one-זֶ 

will comfort us. How so? By restoring our sense of order 

(R. Yohanan) or by restoring our sense of life (Resh 

Lakish).  To Israel and the Jewish People throughout the 

world: May we have comfort - with a renewed sense of 

order in our world and a renewed reverence for life.  אמן. 

 

4 They swirl about me like water all day long...(88:18) 
חוֹ   5 ךְ נְכֹּ לֵׁ  יָבוֹא שָׁלוֹם יָנוּחוּ עַל מִשְׁכְבוֹתָם הֹּ
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