Torah in Motion
Parshat Noach
Universal Norms and Covenantal Commands
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12) Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein, By His Light, pg. 20 -21

| recall years back hearing a talk by mori ve-rabi RavYitzchak Hutner zt”l regarding the relationship between
berit Avraham and berit Noach (God’s covenants with Avraham and Noach). As he put it, did berit Avraham
come “on top” of the foundation of berit Noach, or was it meant to replace it? Rav Hutner wished to learn
from Rabeinu Yona that the latter was the case, and he took Shabat as the test case. Jews, of course, are
commanded not to work on Shabbat. However, Chazal interpreted the verse, “Summer and winter, day and
night shall not cease” as teaching us that Bnei Noach are always obligated to work; in fact, a gentile who
refrains from melakha (labor) on Shabat is punished! Evidently, concluded Rav Hutner, the universal value of
“they shall not cease” has been countervailed within our more specific Jewish context. Thus, the new berit is
meant to replace the old.

| do not adopt this general approach; in fact, | think quite the contrary is true. Whatever is demanded of us as
part of Kenesset Yisrael does not negate what is demanded of us simply as human beings on a universal level,
but rather comes in addition. (Regarding Shabbat, let me just briefly note that the sanctity of Shabbat does
not abrogate the universal value of work, but rather adds an additional element to the picture.)
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17) Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein, By His Light, pg. 21 -22

Similarly, | believe mattan Torah also needs to be understood in a dual fashion. At one level, mattan Torah
was a wholly new departure; there was nothing like it before. One can indeed speak of “Nittena Torah ve-
nitchadsha halakha” - the Torah was given and the law was renewed....In another sense, however, one can
regard Torah not as a totally new chapter in human history, but rather as the pinnacle of the earlier
development. Although in one perspective Torah can be seen as unique and relating only to Kenesset Yisrael,
there is another perspective in which one can view Torah as being the highest stage in human development.



