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How can the Parsha help us grow this week?

Noach —the destructive power of robbery

Welcome back to the 5™ year of Darchai Noam!

In this week’s Parsha of Noach we read about the flood that Hashem sent to destroy the world. This
generation’s wickedness was so great that Hashem decided to wipe them out and create a new line
through Noach. What was the great crime of these people?

Rebbi Yochanan said: Come and see how great is the power of robbery, as the generation of the
flood violated every precept, but their sentence was not sealed until they extended their hands in
robbery, as it is stated (Breishit 6:13): “For the earth is filled with robbery through them, and
behold, | will destroy them with the Earth™

The people committed many sins but the Torah cites robbery as condemning them to the verdict of being
wiped out. When we hear this we might breathe a sigh of relief because we do not engage in such
behaviour. It is fair to assume that most people reading this have not held up a bank or mugged an old
lady!

However, perhaps our sigh of relief may be premature. The Midrash” elaborates on what really took place
in the generation of Noach. The people would not steal large, expensive items. They would only steal less
than the worth of a perutah! ®> Rabbi Chanina provides an example of what happened: a merchant would
bring a basket of beans to the market place and people would come past and steal less than a perutah
worth of beans. These small thefts would eventually add up to a substantial loss. However, the merchant
would have no legal recourse from the courts because each person took such a small quantity.

Such ‘micro’ theft was considered significant enough to seal this generation’s fate. How often are we all
guilty of similar thefts? Here are some contemporary examples for us to contemplate.

Focusing on our work

One day in a busy office the computer system went down. The office workers complained that
without computers they were very inefficient at their tasks. For example: “We had to play Solitaire
with real cards!™

Rav Dessler® discusses the righteous Chanoch, a seventh generation descendant of Adam. The Midrash®
explains that Chanoch was a shoemaker and with every single stitch that he made, he achieved mystical
union with Hashem. However, Rav Dessler explains’ that the Midrash could not possibly mean that
Chanoch’s mind was focused on mystical thoughts while he was stitching shoes for his customers because
that would be absolutely forbidden by Halacha. Why would it be forbidden? One might assume that it is
forbidden to think holy thoughts while touching the dirty soles of shoes. However, Rav Dessler clarified the
true reason why it is forbidden. It would have been inconceivable for the righteous Chanoch to be thinking

! Gemara Sanhedrin 108a.

? Breishit Rabbah 31:5.

A perutah was the smallest denomination of currency.

* Older readers might recall that the card game ‘Solitaire’ was a popular pastime on older versions of Windows.
> Strive for Truth, Discourse on Lovingkindness, chapter 3.

® Midrash Talpiyot.

” In the name of Rav Yisrael Salanter.
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mystical thoughts while stitching because it is forbidden to divert one’s attention to other matters while
engaging in work for which one has been hired and is being paid to perform. Failure to give our maximum
focus and effort constitutes a form of stealing from our customers!®

This is supported by the Gemara® which notes that workers who eat a meal with bread while at work should
not recite the fourth bracha of Birkat Hamazon after their meal. Unlike the first three brachot which are a
biblical requirement, the fourth bracha was added by the Rabbis. The Rabbis did not want employees to
recite this bracha at the expense of employers who are paying for the time of their employees. The Rabbis
therefore decided to exempt employees from reciting this bracha. Amazingly, this bracha only takes
approximately 25 seconds to recite!

Nowadays, workers are required to recite the complete Birkat Hamazon after a bread meal, including the
fourth bracha. Most workers are provided with a dedicated meal break when they can eat and recite
benching. In addition, most employers have already factored in time for refreshment breaks which would
include saying brachot and even having a quick chat with one’s co-workers by the water cooler.
Nevertheless, these sources reveal just how careful we must be in dedicating our full time and effort to our
employers and clients. Professionals who charge their time need to be particularly careful to record their
time accurately. It would be eye-opening to reflect on how much the typical worker ‘steals’ from his
employer and clients on any given day.

Stealing people’s time

How often are we late to an appointment or a meeting? As well as demonstrating a lack of respect by
keeping others waiting, we are guilty of stealing their time. Unlike money, time can never be repaid. To
minimise this problem, we should plan to arrive early at our appointments and factor in extra time for
unexpected delays. (If we do succeed in arriving early, we should make sure to have some Torah on hand
to learn and thus put the extra time to good use!)

Items of small value

Many of us may inadvertently steal simply by helping ourselves to office stationary for personal use. We
easily rationalise this behaviour. A couple of paper clips surely don’t count! Surely it is OK to use the office
phone to make personal phone calls! The following story highlights the care we should take in this regard.

Rav Yosef Tzvi Dunner was Rosh Bet Din in London. He would never drink a cup of coffee at the
office of the Bet Din. He maintained that the coffee was purchased for the secretaries who worked
there all day. He was only in the office periodically. One day, a secretary told him that she had
bought coffee and sugar especially for him with her personal funds and she offered to prepare him
a cup. He refused because the water was heated with electricity paid for by the Bet Din office!™

Though employers do often allow some use of company resources for personal use, it is important to clarify
exactly what is permitted in order to avoid stealing. (Note that if the employer is not Jewish, checking the
parameters can serve as a great Kiddush Hashem. The employer will most likely be impressed that the
employee cared enough to ask the question!)

Let’s try something this week:

Remember that the generation of the flood were doomed to be wiped out because they were guilty of
stealing small, insignificant items. How often are we guilty of the same crime! When we are conscious of
this we can make small but significant changes to our daily lives and increase our honesty in our
business dealings.

Shabbat shalom, Rabbi Ledder.

® Rav Dessler explains that Chanoch was able to achieve mystical union with Hashem by concentrating on each
stitch to ensure that it would be good and strong and that the pair of shoes would be the best shoes that he
could make. In that way Chanoch was able to imitate Hashem Who showers His goodness and kindness on us.
® Gemara Brachot 45b.

% http://www.workplacehalacha.com/category/stealing-on-the-job/personal-use-of-office-supplies/
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About Darchai Noam

Darchai Noam is available online at www.divreitorah.net/darchai-noam. You can access this week's
edition of Darchai Noam, archived back issues of Darchai Noam and other divrei Torah.

The pasuk in Mishlei (3:17) describes the Torah as follows: “Its ways are ways of pleasantness
(Darchai Noam) and all its paths are peace”. The Torah is our guidebook for life. It is packed full of
good advice as to how we should live our lives.

The aim of the Darchai Noam weekly email is to examine an idea from the weekly parashah relating
to good middot (character traits). It will focus particularly on treating each other with respect and how
to interact with each other in a more peaceful and pleasant manner. It will also suggest some practical
tips for implementing these ideas in our daily lives.

By learning together each week, and making an effort to regularly put the ideas into practice, with
Hashem’s help we can all gradually improve our character traits and our observance of ‘v’ahavta
I're’echa kamocha’ — loving one’s fellow as oneself.

If you know someone who might enjoy receiving this email please feel free to pass it on to them or
email me their details so | can add them to the subscription list.

You are welcome to use the content of this email in any way that will help to spread the learning of
Torah. However please attribute credit appropriately.

Many of the ideas that | use in Darchai Noam are based on ideas that | read or heard from various
sources. Where possible | try to quote the source. However in some cases | cannot recall the source.
For that | apologise. If | do discuss an idea that | heard from somewhere else, any errors are purely
my own.

Darchai Noam is available online at www.divreitorah.net/darchai-noam. You can access this
week's edition of Darchai Noam, archived back issues of Darchai Noam and other divrei Torah.

How to subscribe or unsubscribe

If you would like to subscribe or unsubscribe to Darchai Noam, please send an email to
darchai.noam@gmail.com with the word ‘subscribe’ or ‘unsubscribe’ in the subject.
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