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THIS WEEK’S QUESTION

Zecher Tzaddik Livrachah — Why Here?
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“These are the gemerations of Noach. Noach was a righteous man, perfect in his
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generations; Noach walked with Hashem.’
Rashi explains:
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“Since the Torah mentioned him, it spoke in his praise, as it says: “The memory of a
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tzaddik is a blessing.

The Torah does not praise every tzaddik each time his name is mentioned.
Rather, it teaches this principle once, just as it teaches us the importance of
refined speech without repeating the lesson in every case (see Bereshis 7:8
with Pesachim 3a).

But if this praise is connected simply to mentioning Noach’s name, why
did the Torah not teach us this principle the first time he is mentioned, at
the end of Parshas Bereishis (5:29)?
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“And he called his name Noach, saying: This one will comfort us from our work and the
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toil of our hands, from the ground which Hashem has cursed

The Kli Yakar asks this question and therefore explains the pasuk
differently. We are looking for an answer according to Rashi.

THE QUESTION Why does the Torah teach us zecher tzaddik livrachah here, rather than
when Noach is first mentioned at the end of Parshas Bereishis?

Consider the question and send your approach before next week’s issue.
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LAST WEEK'S QUESTION

Parshas Bereishis 5787

Lemech’s Kal Vachomer
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“Lemech said to his wives, Adah and Tzillah: Hear my voice, wives of Lemech; listen to
my words. Have I killed a man by wounding him, or a child by bruising him?”

In his second explanation, Rashi quotes Bereishis Rabbah:
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“According to the Midrash in Bereishis Rabbah, Lemech did not kill anyone. His wives
separated from him after they had fulfilled the mitzvah of having children, because a
decree had been issued that Kayin's descendants would be wiped out after seven
generations. They said: Why should we bear children for nothing? Tomorrow the Flood
will come and wash everything away. Lemech responded: Did I kill a man, causing
myself a wound? Did I kill Hevel, who was a man in stature but a child in years, that my
descendants should perish for that sin? If Kayin, who did kill, was granted a delay of
seven generations, surely I, who did not kill, should be granted many times seven

generations! This is a foolish kal vachomer. If so, Hashem would not collect His debt
and fulfill His word.”

However, were it not for the words of the Midrash, Lemech’s argument
would seem to be very sound.

There is, of course, the pasuk in Shemos (34:7).
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“He visits the sins of fathers upon children and upon children’s children, upon the third
and fourth generations.”
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This pasuk appears connected to our case. It could be understood to mean
that Hashem visits the sin on the fourth generation in addition to the third
— seven generations in total — as we find here:
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“Vengeance shall be exacted sevenfold.”
In other words, the punishment would come after seven generations.
But see the Gemara in Sanhedrin 27b:
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“Each person shall be put to death for his own sin ... But are children not punished for
their fathers’ sins? Does the Torah not say that He visits the sins of fathers upon
children? That is when they follow in their fathers’ ways.”

Rashi himself explains the pasuk in Shemos similarly:
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“He visits the sins of fathers upon children — when they follow their fathers’ ways, as
the Torah already specifies elsewhere: “To those who hate Me.””

Accordingly, in our case, where Lemech had not killed anyone according
to the Midrash, how could the punishment decreed upon Kayin possibly
apply to him? This is precisely the kal vachomer Lemech made, and it
appears that the Torah itself supports the underlying principle: “Each
person shall be put to death for his own sin.”

THE QUESTION Why does the Midrash call Lemech’s kal vachomer foolish, when
Hashem Himself seems to agree with the basic principle behind his argument?
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LAST WEEK'S ANSWERS

1. R’ Yonasan Apfel (Beit Shemesh) pointed me to two meforshim who
discuss this issue.

The first is the Yefeh Toar on the Midrash. He writes that the rule that
children are not punished for the sins of their fathers applies specifically to
grown children; young children can be punished. Certainly, this would
apply to children who had not yet been born when the sin was committed,
since they are considered part of their father himself. This is similar to how
the entire world was punished for the sin of Adam Harishon.

However, this answer does not fully satisfy me. The Gemara itself asks
from the pasuk:
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“He visits the sins of fathers upon children and children’s children, upon the third and

fourth generations.”

According to the Yefeh Toar, why did the Gemara not simply answer that
this pasuk is speaking of children who were minors at the time of the sin,
or who had not yet been born, whereas the rule that children are not
punished for their fathers’ sins applies only to grown children?

2. The second is Rav Chaim Kanievsky zt”l, in his sefer Ta’ama D’Kra,
who writes:
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His intention seems to be that the rule that children are not punished for
their fathers’ sins is a general principle in the laws of punishment.
However, in a particular case there can be a special decree that the father’s
punishment should include the death of his children, even if they
themselves did not sin.

R’ Moshe Dovid Weissman (Beitar Illit) suggested a similar approach,
bringing support from Tosafos, Kerisos 7a (s.v. 7°npanT). Tosafos indicates
that according to the opinion that Kares includes the death of one’s
children, this applies even if the children have committed no sin at all.
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I still find this somewhat difficult. Until now, I had understood that the rule
that children are not punished for their fathers’ sins is not merely an
unexplained gezeiras hakasuv, but a fundamental principle of Hashem’s
justice in reward and punishment: each person is judged according to his
own actions, and no one can be punished for a sin he did not commit.

As the pasuk in Yechezkel (18:20) states:
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“The soul that sins shall die. A son shall not bear the sin of his father, and a father shall
not bear the sin of his son; the righteousness of the righteous shall be upon him, and the
wickedness of the wicked shall be upon him.”
According to this explanation, however, this is not a principle inherent in
the very nature of Divine justice, but merely a general rule established by
the Torah in the laws of punishment. In most cases, children are not
punished for their fathers’ sins, but there are punishments in which even
someone who committed no sin himself can be punished. This requires
further explanation.

3. R> Weissman sent an additional answer. Even if Lemech was correct
regarding the basic principle that children are not punished for their fathers’
sins, this principle does not follow from his kal vachomer.

Lemech’s entire kal vachomer is based on the leniency we find in Kayin’s
own punishment: he was not punished immediately. From this, Lemech
sought to argue that if the sinner himself was not punished immediately,
then certainly someone who did not sin should not be punished
immediately.

In truth, however, the principle that one person is not punished for another’s
sins stands independently of this kal vachomer. Therefore, even where the
kal vachomer does not apply — for example, when the sinner himself was
punished immediately — the rule still applies.

This is a very nice explanation, but one point still requires clarification.
Even if the rule of personal responsibility stands on its own, once we find
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that Kayin was not punished immediately, why can Lemech not argue by
kal vachomer that his descendants certainly should not be punished
immediately? “What is the flaw in the kal vachomer?”

4. R’ Dovid Bleier (Beitar Illit) suggested that when the Gemara says
children can be punished for their fathers’ sins when they follow in their
fathers’ ways,” it does not mean that the children committed the very same
aveirah. Rather, it depends on whether the child is a tzaddik or a rasha. A
tzaddik is not punished for his father’s sins, whereas a rasha may also be
punished for the sins of his ancestors.

We find that Lemech was himself a rasha, as Rashi writes earlier:
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“Lemech took two wives. Such was the practice of the generation of the Flood: one for
bearing children and one for marital relations, etc.”

Accordingly, since Lemech himself was a rasha, it could be that he was
subject to punishment for Kayin’s sin as well, even though he had not
himself committed the aveirah of murder.
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Each week follows a simple, two-part structure:

The Question: We present a sharp, unresolved kasha on the Parsha for you to
discuss over Shabbos.

The Answers: A week later, we will present and critique listener-submitted
answers following the presentation of the next week’s question.

The conversation doesn’t stop there—responses can continue to be discussed, and
select insights will eventually be compiled and published in a dedicated sefer.

SUBMIT YOUR ANSWER

Send your answer or join the distribution list

Email: shaisavraham@gmail.com
WhatsApp: +972-548489853

SPONSOR THE PARSHA, (UN)RESOLVED

Sponsorships will be prominently acknowledged in your selected weekly episode
across every platform—including our English and Hebrew written editions, audio
recordings, email broadcasts, WhatsApp groups, and the future print sefer.

Reserve a weekly dedication
Email: shaisavraham@gmail.com
WhatsApp: +972-548489853

Sponsorships directly benefit Kollel Yediyas HaTorah.
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