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One of the great moments in the history of Jewish activism is when the Jewish community rallied on short notice on behalf of Israel in April, 2002.  

Here is how this rally happened to begin with.   After a bomb went off at the Park Hotel in Netanya on the first night of Pesach, Rabbi Weiss and a small group of like minded rabbis organized a rally for Israel in New York City that was attended by more than 12,000 people.  At this rally, Rabbi Weiss called for a much larger rally to take place over the next week in Washington, DC.  He said to the crowd, “The Jewish establishment should do it and if they do not do it, then we will do it ourselves.”  

Within twenty-four hours the Conference of Presidents of Major Jewish Organizations met.  I vividly remember driving Rabbi Weiss to that meeting.  The leaders of the conference were hesitating about holding a rally in DC as they were concerned that no one would come.  What if they called for a rally and no one showed up?  They asked, “What if we fail?”  Most were against having a rally.  One Jewish leader said, “Let’s have a rally in Washington for 1000 Jewish leaders.”  But Rabbi Weiss pressed on.  I will always remember Rabbi Weiss telling me that when he played basketball for RJJ he broke the record for shots attempted during a game. He was unafraid to fail.  And so he told the leaders who were gathered that if they would not call for a rally, he would organize his own rally.  And so the President’s conference decided that they would hold a rally in Washington the very next week.  The ensuing rally was attended by well more than a hundred thousand people and will forever be remembered as one of the bright spots in American Jewish history.  

That story relates to a theme of this week’s portion, Parshat Noach.

The rabbis argue about whether or not Noach a great man or just a pretty good guy.  The Torah calls him tzadik, a righteous man, but maybe that was only compared to the ruffians of his own generation.  
Either way, Noach was certainly not as great a man as Abraham.  Rashi reminds us that the Torah says Noach walked with God (et ha-Elokim hithalekh Noach).  This is no small feat.  However, Abraham walked in front of God (hithalekh lefani).
And look at their legacy.  Noach saw a world destroyed on his watch and then he became a drunk, while Abraham became the father amongst the nations—the great teacher of monotheism.

How come Noach did not succeed like Abraham?
In order to answer this let us explore another passage from this Torah portion; the story of the tower of Bavel.  
After the flood came upon the earth, a group of people arose and said, “Let us build a city and a tower for ourselves whose head reaches the heavens, lest we disperse on the face of the earth, pen nafutz al penei kol haaretz.”

According to the rabbis this generation committed a great sin.  Indeed, Rashi says that they were denied a share in the World to Come.

What was their sin?  Some suggest that their sin was in trying to conquer God and others that it was their arrogance in trying to make a name for themselves.  Rashbam suggests, “Tzivam Hakadosh barukh hu peru urevu umilu et haaretz ve-hem bachru lahem makom lashevet sham ve-amru pen nafutz.”  Their sin was that God had told them to be fruitful and multiply on the earth, but instead they were trying to only stay in place, lest they disperse.

Perhaps we can expand upon Rashbam’s idea.  The people were afraid to move beyond their city and fulfill God’s command to settle the earth out of the concern that they might be dispersed.  They thought: maybe if we go out we will not be able to settle the earth; maybe we will fail.  So instead of failing the people stayed inside the city.  They said if we stay here then we will surely succeed.

And that’s exactly what God says to them: “Vayomer Hashem…lo yibatzer meihem kol asher yazmu laasot, there will be nothing lacking from this nation, everything they want to do they will accomplish.”

Well…what is so bad about that?  Everything they want to do they will accomplish!  What is the sin there?

The sin, of course, was that God wasn’t telling them not to fail; God was telling them to try to succeed.  That was the sin of the generation of the tower of Bavel.  God had told them to spread out on the earth and they were afraid to fail.  They were worried that it wouldn’t work and so they all stayed together and ignored their mission of God.
This was the same mistake of Noach.  Rashi tells us that Noach was “mikatnei emunah,” a person of small faith.   Even though God told him to enter the ark, he hesitated and waited until the water physically forced him in.  Noach was not a big believer, not in Goad and not in himself.

After the flood occurred, this personality trait of Noah becomes exacerbated.  He no longer tries to build the earth.  In fact he doesn’t even want to leave the ark.  God has to tell him twice, “tzei min hatevah, you must leave the ark.”  Yes, you have seen a terrible catastrophe, but you must not give up.  You must not let the past failure or mistakes define your future.  You must go forward.

But Noach doesn’t want to go forward.  Sure he plants in the field.  But he plants a vineyard in order to get drunk.  He wants to back to his mother’s womb and forget about the world.  And so he gets drunk and goes into an enclosure, a tent, and lies there naked.  

Noach is done with life.  And that was his great downfall.  Noach’s failure was not an action of commission, but omission.  He saw the world fail once and he failed to try again.  He gave up on life and on himself.  And so he turned to the bottle.

But there is no shame in failing.  The greater shame is in not failing—not failing because we never tried to begin with; not failing because we were too afraid to try.

I have a friend who owns a successful business.  (I kind of wish I had more than one….) He once told me that when he interviews people he asks them to tell him about their biggest failure in life.  Sometimes you can tell about a person even more from their failures than from their successes.  Just because their plan did not entirely succeed does not mean that it was wrong to try and that they should not have done it.  It just means it didn’t work out yet.  

Let us compare Noach to Avraham.  Noach saw the world destroyed and so he gives up and is afraid to try again.  But Avraham never gives up.  He is unafraid of failure.   God tells him to go and travel to a place where “I will show you.”  And Avraham goes.  He doesn’t say, “Let me build a tower where I am in case it doesn’t work.”   He isn’t worried about failing; instead he is focused on succeeding.  He follows the word of God and goes.  And when he gets there his road is not smooth.  He encounters famine and war and sins and domestic problems, but he always goes forward.

Avraham is the quintessential example of the person who is not afraid to fail.  Noach is the paradigm of fear of failure and it is Avraham more than any other figure of the Torah who teaches us the only failure is in not trying in the first place.

I recently read a biography about an historical figure and this point jumped right out at me.  I read about Benjamin Disraeli, a 19th century Prime Minister of England.  If you ask anyone who Disraeli was today, they will tell you he is an amazing story. He was the only Jew ever to be the leader of England and even though he was baptized as a boy, he did not hide his Judaism.  He was proud of it and publicly advocated for Jews in a more public way than anyone else of his generation.  He famously responded to anti-Semitic catcalls in the parliament by saying, “Yes, I am a Jew, and when the ancestors of the right honorable gentleman were brutal savages in an unknown island, mine were priests in the temple of Solomon.”  And yet, when I read his biography, it was a story of failure after failure.

He failed so often in a life.  His first project a newspaper, called The Representative failed and he was saddled with bankruptcy and debt for much of his life as a result.  In fact he would have gone to jail for his debts if he did not receive immunity on account of getting elected.  His election to parliament was no small thing either.  He ran four times and was soundly defeated each time before becoming elected in 1837.  And once elected, he sat on the back bench for thirty years before becoming Prime Minister.
His life was filled with failures and disappointments, but in the end he was a great success.  Each time he failed he realized that he needed to start again.

This message of viewing failure as just a step in our growing process has been a motivating factor of my rabbinate.  Just because something doesn’t work doesn’t mean it was a mistake to try it and doesn’t mean that it shouldn’t be tried again.

When I was planning on moving down to Washington to work on rejuvenating our congregation, someone asked my wife, “What if your husband fails?”  

The truth is that I never ask myself that question.  As long as the attempt is done for the right reasons, then if it fails spectacularly it is not failure.  It is just a learning process on the path to serving God more effectively.  And only if are unafraid to fail will we have even a slight chance of success.  So if we fail, it is no big deal.  But if we fail to try….now that is inexcusable!
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