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The Gemara (Taanis 9b) tells us: אמר רבי יוחנן סימן למטר פורחות – there’s a certain type of 

cloud called “porchos” that is a sure sign of impending rain. R’ Yochanan lived in Eretz 

Yisrael, and he had a talmid named Ulla who later moved to Bavel. One day, Ulla looked 

up at the sky and saw these porchos clouds, so he urged his neighbors to bring inside 

anything that might get ruined by the rain, because it was certainly going to rain.  

 

At the end, it didn’t rain. To explain why his prediction hadn’t materialized, Ulla said, 

“Just as you, the people of Bavel, are liars, your rain also lies.”  

 

This Gemara is puzzling. For one thing, if R’ Yochanan said that porchos are a sure sign 

of rain, then that is Toras emes, and how could it not rain after the appearance of 

porchos? Second, what kind of an excuse was Ulla making by blaming the lack of rain on 

the dishonesty of the Bavlim?  

 

We can gain insight into this Gemara through a concept that appears in this week’s 

parashah. The passuk says: ית ָכל ָבָשר ֶאת ַדְרכֹו ַעל ָהָאֶרץק  ַויְַרא ֱאֹל ְשח  י ה  נֵּה נ ְשָחָתה כ  ים ֶאת ָהָאֶרץ ְוה  . 

Rashi says, citing Chazal: מינן בהמה חיה ועוף נזקקין לשאינן לואפי  – even domestic animals, 

wild animals and birds mated with other species. Not only were the human beings acting 

destructively, even the wildlife were behaving immorally. And that’s why Hakadosh 

Baruch Hu brought the mabul. 

 

The Beis Halevi asks: how is it possible for an animal to sin? A human being has 

bechirah, and can choose to do right or wrong, but an animal is governed by instinct, and 

behaves in accordance with the nature Hakadosh Baruch Hu instilled in it. Instinctively, 

and animal mates only with its own species; how, then, could the animals have sinned? 
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The Beis Halevi, citing the Maharsha, asks another question. This Gemara that says that 

the animals also transgressed appears in Sanhedrin 108a, and on the very same amud, the 

Gemara asks: The people sinned, so they deserved to be wiped out, but why were the 

animals wiped out? But the Gemara just explained what the animals’ sin was – that they 

mated with other species! So why is the Gemara now asking why the animals deserved to 

be wiped out?  

 

In truth, the animals were not responsible for their sins, explains the Beis Halevi. 

Animals have no bechirah, and cannot make a conscious decision to sin. Rather, they 

sinned because the human beings created an atmosphere that caused that kind of 

behavior.  

 

We generally understand the concept of עבירה גוררת עבירה to mean that when a person 

does an aveirah, chas v’shalom, the aveirah conditions him to be more likely to 

transgress again, and instills in him a desire and an urge for that aveirah, even if he was 

not born with a desire for this particular aveirah. That’s on a personal level.  

 

The same idea applies on a collective level, however. If a person does an aveirah, not 

only is he affected by it, the atmosphere around him is also affected by it. He becomes 

drawn toward that aveirah, and the area where he lives also develops a propensity toward 

that aveirah.  

 

It can happen, notes the Beis Halevi, that a person who has no connection to a particular 

aveirah will travel to a place that is deeply rooted in that aveirah, and he will find himself 

feeling pulled toward that aveirah. That’s the power of an aveirah.  

 

If the animals were acting against their nature and mating with other species, it could 

only have been because the human beings sinned and created an atmosphere of arayos in 

the world that affected even the animals. Therefore, the Gemara can identify the 

transgression of the animals and still ask why the animals were deserving of destruction, 

because the people were the ones responsible for the animals sinning.  

 

Din and Cheshbon 

This idea sheds light on the Mishnah’s words: ולפני מי אתה עתיד ליתן דין וחשבון. The Beis 

Halevi explains that din means that a person is going to be held responsible for the 

aveiros that he does, while cheshbon means that he is also liable for the effect his aveiros 

had on his environment, and for the people who were negatively impacted by the tumah 

he introduced into the atmosphere.  

 

If this is true with regard to aveiros, it is certainly the case with regard to mitzvos. 

Through din, a person is rewarded for the actual mitzvos he does, but he also receives the 

reward, through cheshbon, of all the positive spiritual energy he introduced into the 

environment that drew other people toward mitzvos. When a person uses his bechirah to 

do good, he creates kedushah and a pull toward ruchniyus in the atmosphere around him, 

and that can spur other people to follow in his path – even without seeing him.  
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With this concept, perhaps we can explain the above Gemara in Taanis. When Ulla saw 

that it did not rain, he did not question R’ Yochanan’s teaching that porchos are a 

guaranteed harbinger of rain. Rather, he attributed this change in the course of nature to 

the dishonesty of the people in Bavel. Because they possessed the middah of sheker, they 

created an atmosphere of sheker that impacted even the physical universe, causing a 

situation in which the clouds could actually lie – just as the depravity of the Dor Hamabul 

cause the animals to behave immorally.  

 

We see from here the tremendous responsibility that each individual bears. Not only do a 

person’s actions affect his own self and his own neshamah, they also impact the 

atmosphere around him, whether for good or for bad. A mitzvah fosters an environment 

of kedushah that draws people toward mitzvos, while an aveirah creates a pull in the air 

toward transgression. It’s not only about our personal lives, it’s about the people around 

us and the entire atmosphere.  

 

By extension, this shows us how careful we have to be in deciding where to live and 

whom to associate with. Even if a person feels secure in his own ruchniyus, the 

environment he enters can impact him in ways that he might never imagine. On the other 

hand, if a person chooses to place himself in an atmosphere of Torah and mitzvos and 

tefillah, even if he himself is not on that madreigah, his environment has the power to 

influence him positively.  

 

 

 

 

 


