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I never charge to officiate.  That is a rule of my rabbinate.  Weddings and all other ritual events are absolutely free.  This week I made another rule:  I certainly won’t charge when officiating on a beautiful beach on the Pacific Ocean.

That’s where I found myself this past Sunday—officiating at a chuppah on the beach of Coronado, California.  As the bride and groom looked out on to the beautiful ocean I shared with them the observation that I believe the Garden of Eden must resemble this beautiful spot on earth.  

But we know that just as it is important to make a beautiful wedding it is even more important to make a beautiful marriage.

Marriage is supposed to be a spiritual destiny—a union of two loving adults who together forge a path towards God.  The beauty of a marriage brings Godliness and peace into the world.  

In contrast, this week’s Torah portion talks about the famous flood—the mabul-- that visited the earth in the time of Noach.  This flood brought destruction and death.  What sin brought about this flood?

Rashi teaches that they committed the sins of: ervah, avodah zarah and gezel, licentiousness, idolatry, and theft.  
But the literal text suggests something else.  

The verse directly before the introduction of the flood tells us about the Benei Ha-Elokim taking the Benot Ha-Adam in marriage and from this union producing Gibborim.

Benei Ha-Elokim literally means “children of God.”  Benot Ha-Adam literally means “daughters of man” and Gibborim literally means “mighty warriors.”  But of course these literal translations don’t really help us understand the passage.

In his book, The Beginning of Wisdom: Reading Genesis, Leon Kass forwards a brilliant suggestion.  A close reading of the early chapters of Bereishit shows that there are two genealogical lines—the family of Kayin and the family of Shet.  Kass argues that what is occurring here is that one line of males is forcibly abducting the daughters of the other line.  

Perhaps the males view themselves as “children of God” vis a vis the women who are merely “daughters of man”: and thus they feel it is their right to take whomever they choose.  And so they do.  They forcibly conquer them and the union of that relationship produces “Gibborim,” mighty warriors.
Now some cultures might view favorably the term “gibborim”, but not the Torah.  In the Torah the hunter or the warrior is an embarrassment.  Force is something we need to use on occasion, but it should not define who we are.  

Perhaps the best proof of this is the contrast between Jacob and Esau.  Esav is a man of the field—a warrior, but Jacob is, “ish tam, yoshev ohalim—a docile man who dwells in a tent.”

The unions in the generation before the flood were produced through physical dominance and strength and thus they turn out gibborim—warriors.  That is their sole identity.

They were destroying the world with their might makes right actions and with their violence.  The text says, “vatimaleh ha-aretz chamas, the world was filled with violence.”
Nowhere was this violence more destructive than in the area of marital relations.  The Benei Ha-Elokim forcibly took as wives the Benot Ha-Adam.  This was the paradigm of hurtful physical actions because a violent marriage is the extreme opposite of the path to God.

In contrast, God chooses to save Noach.  Noach is described as tamim, which means pure or simple.  Jacob is also tam, a simple person who dwells in a tent.  The tent can be a symbol of a home.  Unlike the gibborim—the mighty warriors—who destroy homes, Noach is selected because he is pure and gentle.  Only someone who is tamim can save the home.

Thus, the primary symbolic sin of the generation before the flood was that they destroyed the family life through violence and Noach is being selected to repair that through gentleness and purity.

I know what you are thinking.  Interesting theory, but come on….  That seems a bit of a stretch.

Let me share with you some more textual proofs:

1) When Noach enters the ark the text says (7:7): “Vayavo Noach uvanav ve-ishto u-neshei vanav ito, Noach came with his sons and also his wife and son’s wives into the ark.”  It is an odd phrase to split the females from the males.  And this is probably the source for Rashi’s comment that they entered separately because they were forbidden from sexual relations while in the ark.  They were in the ark for a little bit more than a year.  We can understand this to mean that they needed a year to repair the very idea of marriage.

2) When they leave the ark (8:16), God tells Noach, “Tsei min ha-teivah atah ve-ishtekhah u-vanekhah u-neshei vanekhah itakh, Go out of the ark.  You and your wife, and your sons and their wives.”  Now Noach is placed directly next to his wife.  God is commanding Noach to reenter into a life with his wife; to forge a spiritual relationship.  God tells them “peru u-revu,” be fruitful and multiply. 

3) Noach ignores God’s command.  When he leaves the ark, the verse says (8:18), “Vayetze Noach u-vanav ve-ishto u-neshei vanav ito.”  Noach leaves with his sons and lets his wife leave with his daughters-in-law.  Noach ignores God’s command to repopulate the world.  Unlike Adam and Eve who have a child after they leave Eden, Noach and his unnamed wife have no child after they leave the ark.  

4) Noach enters a tent after leaving the ark, but he does not enter the tent to be with his wife but to drink himself to sleep on his own.  He has removed himself from the world because he does not know how to live in a relationship with his wife.  Perhaps this is the reason why Rashi understands that the great sin of Ham was that he castrated his father.  

5) Finally, Hashem recognizes that Noach will not be the leader of the world.  He will not teach people about the spiritual power of marriage.  That task will be left to Abraham.  Abraham is accompanied by Sarah who is a partner in his spiritual missionary work as the verse states, “Ve-et ha-nefesh asher asu be-charan, Abraham and Sarah took the souls that they touched in Haran.”

When a marriage is done right—with peace and beauty and gentleness—it has the power to save the world.  But when there is violence in a marriage it can lead to the destruction of the world. 

I learned from Rabbi Weiss to tell every couple that I marry the following phrase:  “In every fight there are two sides.  But when one person uses violence, there is only one side.”
One of the silent but dangerous problems in every community is the problem of spousal abuse.  

October has been designated as spousal abuse awareness month.  I speak about it from the pulpit in part because studies have shown that women who hear a clergy member from the pulpit discussing the wrongness of abuse are more likely to seek help.

We know that spousal abuse can affect everyone.  It can affect the most prominent members of the community and the most capable people in every aspect of their lives.
Recently we read in the news about a prominent African-American minister, Juanita Bynum—who is beloved and admired by thousands—and was a prominent voice on behalf of love and marriage and yet was then seen being beaten viciously in a public parking lot by her husband an equally famous minister.   
In our congregation, we are proud to have Barbara Zakheim who founded JCADA—Jewish Coalition Against Domestic Abuse.  This week Barbara showed me a study that one in four women who work in Fortune 500 companies indicate that have been victims of domestic violence.

A statistic like that can only happen in a society that allows that to happen.  Our society winks at such violence – we celebrate sports stars and actors who are abusers instead of helping their spouses.  Our society needs to do much better in this area.
As a Jewish community we too must do better.  We are by no means immune from having abusers in our community.  This I can unfortunately promise you.  But we can work to prevent it and we can work to prevent the cycle of abuse from also affecting the next generation of children.

We can do so by:

1) Working on our own marriages to make sure that they are reflective of peace and gentleness; 

2) If we ourselves have a propensity for violence or other types of abuse we should immediately seek help;
3) If you are being abused you too should seek help as it can be a matter of life and death; 

4) As a community we need to work to support people in need of protection and strength and organizations who help such people in need.  Studies show that 90% of spousal abuse victims are women, but that means that %10 percent are men who are also in need of help.
Ultimately we must remember that when a marriage is polluted with violence it is like the generation before the flood.  But when we sanctify a marriage with love and gentleness we are in essence recreating the Garden of Eden.  For that we don’t even need to go to to the Pacific Ocean, we can do it right in our own home.
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