Was Noah Drunk or in a Vision?

An Old Testament KnoWhy1 for Gospel Doctrine Lesson 6: “Noah ... Prepared an
Ark to the Saving of His House” (Moses 8:19-30; Genesis 6-9; 11:1-9)
(JBOTLo06B). See the link to the video supplement to this lesson at the end of this
article under “Further Reading.”

Figure 1. Noah in His Vineyard, Holkham Bible, ca. 1325-1350. Here we see an
industrious Noah diligently tending his vineyard, in striking contrast to a later
depiction in the same chapter that features him in an inebriated stupor.
Scholars have noted the odd inconsistency between these two scenes

Question: In Genesis 6:9, Noah is described as “a just man and perfect in his
generations,” a noble patriarch who, like Enoch,2 “walked with God.” However,
the story of Noah finishes in a puzzling way. Immediately after Noah makes his
covenant with God, his sons find him “drunken” and “uncovered within his
tent.”3 Can these two opposing pictures of Noah be reconciled?

Summary: It is difficult to know whether this contradiction is the result of
different traditions, textual misunderstanding, or the abbreviated nature of the
biblical account.4 Some scholars even wonder whether there was a deliberate
effort to defame or belittle the character of Noah.5 What seems certain is that the
biblical author deliberately framed this sequel to Noah’s Creation and Garden
story as a replay of the scene of the Adam and Eve’s Fall and consequent
judgment in Eden. Most often the instigator of this “Fall” is seen to be Noah, who,
it is reported, succumbed to the intoxicating influence of wine from his vineyard.
However, it is significant that the scriptures omit any hint of wrongdoing by
Noah and put all the blame on Ham and his son Canaan. In the admittedly
tentative interpretation given in this article, I will discuss the possibility that
Ham’s wrongdoing consisted in his having approached, without authorization,
the inner curtains of the sacred tent where Noah was enwrapped in vision.6 Some
ancient traditions viewed Ham’s actions as part of an effort to steal Noah’s
priesthood garment and undermine his authority.



The Know

Fall and Judgment. In Genesis 9, the “fall” and “judgment” scenes, which echo
the Fall and Judgment scenes of Adam and Eve, are recounted in six short
verses:7

20 And Noah began to be an husbandman, and he planted a vineyard:

21 And he drank of the wine, and was drunken; and he was uncovered within
his tent.

22 And Ham, the father of Canaan, saw the nakedness of his father, and told
his two brethren without.

23 And Shem and Japheth took a garment, and laid it upon both their
shoulders, and went backward, and covered the nakedness of their father; and
their faces were backward, and they saw not their father's nakedness.

24 And Noah awoke from his wine, and knew what his younger son had done
unto him.

25 And he said, Cursed be Canaan; a servant of servants shall he be unto his
brethren.

Looking at the passage more closely, however, raises several questions, especially
in light of the possibility that some redactors may have been motivated to defame
or belittle the character of Noah in the interest of making the role of Moses more
prominent or unique.8

Figure 2. Tabernacle at the Foot of Mount Sinai9

What tent did Noah enter? Although the English translation says “his tent,”
the Hebrew text features a feminine possessive that normally would mean “her
tent.”10 The Midrash Rabbah explains this as a reference to the tent of Noah’s
wife.11 For this reason commentators, ancient and modern, have often seized



upon this detail to infer that Ham intruded upon his father and mother at a
moment of intimacy.12

However, a different explanation is offered by Rabbi Shim’on in the Jewish
Zohar, who takes the he of the feminine possessive in the Hebrew text of the
verse to mean “‘the tent of that vineyard,” namely, the tent of Shekhinah.”13
Shekhinah is the Hebrew term for “the divine feminine”14 that was used to
describe the presence of Yahweh in Israelite temples.15 The idea of Noah having
set up a sacred “tent of meeting”16 is consistent with the previous report that he
built an altar17 and established a covenant with the Lord.18 Indeed, in a variant
of the same theme, at least one set of modern commentators take the letter he in
the Hebrew text of Genesis as referring to Yahweh, hence reading the term as the
“Tent of Yahweh,”19 the divine sanctuary.

Because stories of the Flood elsewhere in the ancient Near East often concluded
with the founding of a temple over the source of the floodwaters, Blenkinsopp20
finds it “safe to assume” that the biblical account of “served ... as the Israelite
version of the cosmogonic victory of the deity resulting in the building of a
sanctuary for him.” It is significant that in the old Mesopotamian deluge myth
that, according to Blenkinsopp, “could and did function as a creation myth in its
own right,” this sanctuary is not located at the top of the mountain, but at the
edge of a swamp, an abzu.21 Similarly, Lucian reports that “the temple of
Hierapolis on the Euphrates was founded over the flood waters by Deucalion,
counterpart of Ziusudra, Utnapishtim, and Noah.”22 Consistent with this theme,
Psalm 29:10 “speaks of Yahweh enthroned over the abyss.”23

Given the many allusions in the story of Noah to the Tabernacle of Moses, the
ancient reader would naturally have seen in Noah'’s tent at the foot of the mount
where the Ark-Temple rested a parallel with the sacred “Tent of Meeting” at the
foot of Mount Sinai, at whose top God’s heavenly tent had been spread.24

In light of this evidence, verse 21 might be modified to read: “And he drank of the
wine, and was drunken; and he was uncovered within [the tent of Yahweh].



Figure 3. James Tissot, 1836-1902: Noah in Vision, ca. 1896-1902

How are we to understand the mention that Noah “was drunken”?
How are we to understand the mention that Noah “was drunken”? Nibley
associated the incident with the eleven-day “Feast of Intoxication”25 and other
rituals related to flood motifs in the ancient world.26 Given the Mesopotamian
context of the Flood story, an even closer connection might be found in the beer-
and-liquor-filled celebration that accompanied the completion of Enki’s journey
by water to Nibru to visit the god Enlil in which “there is no food—only alcohol is
consumed.”27

However, most rabbinical sources make no attempt at explanation or justification
Noah’s drinking but instead roundly criticize his actions.28 However, the Bible
itself offers no condemnation for Noah’s supposed drunkenness. Neither does
scripture give any hint that Noah is being hypocritical or merely trying to excuse
his own behavior when he pronounces a stern judgment upon his grandson
Canaan. Joseph Smith likewise refrained from any criticism of Noah — indeed, he
is remembered as asserting that Noah “retained all the power of his
priesthood”29 after the incident.

Do we have a better explanation for Noah’s unexpected behavior? Yes. According
to a late, secondhand remembrance of a statement by Joseph Smith, Noah “was
not drunk, but in a vision.”30 If we only had this statement to go by, it would be
reasonable to discount it entirely. However, the Prophet’s view agrees with the
Genesis Apocryphon which, immediately after describing a ritual where Noah
and his family drank wine, reports in detail a divine dream vision that revealed
the fate of Noah’s posterity.31 This agrees with the general content of Enoch’s



revelation in Moses 7:51 where the Lord “covenanted with Enoch, and sware unto
him with an oath, that he would stay the floods; that he would call upon the
children of Noah.”

In addition, Jewish scholar Yitzak Koler32 from his study of the Hebrew text of
Genesis itself, concurred that Noah was enwrapped in a vision while in the tent.
He commented: “This explains why Shem and [Japheth] refrained from looking
at Noah even after they had covered him, significantly ‘ahorannit [Heb.
“backward”] occurs elsewhere with regard to avoidance of looking directly at God
in the course of revelation.”

Figure 4. Arnold Friberg (1913-2010): The Brother of Jared Sees the Finger of
the Lord33

The reputation of Noah as a visionary is reinforced by the insights of modern
scripture. There we find parallels among Noah, the brother of Jared, and Joseph
Smith in their use of stones in connection with their seership. Remember that the
brother of Jared was faced with a similar challenge to Noah when he was
commanded to build eight barges. He prepared “sixteen small stones”34 and
asked the Lord to touch them with His finger so that they would provide light to
his people as they crossed the ocean. In astonishing resemblance to this Book of
Mormon story, some Jewish traditions assert that light was provided in Noah’s
ark by “shining stones.”35

In her penetrating essay, M. Catherine Thomas made it clear that the stones
prepared for the brother of Jared provided “not only practical light, but spiritual
light as well.”36 This is confirmed by the fact that two of these stones were set
apart for use as “interpreters”37 in the translation of sacred records, suggesting
the imagery of the “Urim and Thummim”38 and “white stone”39 mentioned in
the Bible. Similarly, Gazelem “a stone, which shall shine forth in darkness unto



light”’40 was provided to aid Joseph Smith in his role as a translator, seer, and
revelator.41 Following the incident with the stones, the brother of Jared
experienced a sacred, personal encounter with the Lord. He had manifested such
a degee of faith that “the Lord could not withhold anything from his sight;
wherefore he showed him all things, for he could no longer be kept without the
veil.”42 If the parallel between Noah and the brother of Jared holds, it would not
have been at all out of character for Noah to have received a similar vision.

Noah’s fitness to experience the glory of God is explored in detail by Michal
Morales.43 “In every sense,” writes Morales, “Noah is defined as the one able ‘to
enter’”’44 into the presence of the Lord. He concludes:45

As the righteous man, Noah not only passes through the [door] of the Ark
sanctuary,46 but is able to approach the mount of Yahweh for worship.... As
the priestly figure able to ascend the mountain of Yahweh..., Noah stands as a
new Adam, the primordial man who dwells in the divine Presence—homo
liturgicus. As such, he foreshadows the high priest of the Tabernacle cultus
who alone will enter the paradisiacal holy of holies.

In light of this evidence, verse 21 might be modified to read: “And he drank of the
wine, and was [in a vision]; and he was uncovered within [the tent of Yahweh].

Figure 5. J. James Tissot, 1836-1902: The Offerings of Melchizedek, ca. 1896-
190247



How does wine play into the picture? It should be remembered that a
sacramental libation was an element of the highest ordinances of the priesthood
as much in ancient times as today. For example, five chapters after the end of the
Flood story, we read that Melchizedek “brought forth bread and wine”48 to
Abraham as part of the ordinance that was to make the him a king and a priest
after Melchizedek’s holy order.49 Just as Melchizedek then blessed the “most
high God, which had delivered thine enemies into thine hand,”50 so Noah, after
partaking of the wine with his family in the Genesis Apocryphon, blessed “the
God Most High, who had delivered us from the destruction.”51 The book of
Jubilees provides further evidence that Noah’s drinking of the wine should be
seen in a ritual context and not merely as a spontaneous indulgence that occurred
at the end of a particularly wearying day. Indeed, in that text we are specifically
told that Noah “guarded” the wine until the time of the fifth New Year festival, the
“first day on the first of the first month,” when he “made a feast with rejoicing.
And he made a burnt offering to the Lord.”52

We find greater detail about an analogous event within the Testament of Levi.53
There we read that as Levi was made a king and a priest, he was anointed,
washed, and given “bread and holy wine” prior to his being arrayed in a “holy and
glorious vestment.” Note also that the themes of anointing,54 the removal of
outer clothing,55 the washing of the feet,56 and the ritual partaking of bread and
wines7 were prominent in the events surrounding the Last Supper of Jesus Christ
with the Apostles. Indeed, we are told all the righteous may joyfully anticipate
participation in a similar event when the Lord returns: “for the hour cometh that
I will drink of the fruit of the vine with you on the earth.”58

In light of this evidence, verse 21 might be modified to read: “And [as part of the
ordinance] he drank of the wine, and was [in a vision]; and he was uncovered
within [the tent of Yahweh].

How do we make sense of Noah’s being “uncovered” during his
vision? Perhaps the closest Old Testament parallel to this practice is when Saul,
like the prophets who were with him, “stripped off his clothes... and prophesied
before Samuel... and lay down naked all that day and all that night.”59
Jamieson60 clarifies that “lay down naked” in this instance means only that he
was “divested of his armor and outer robes.” In a similar sense, when we read in
John 21:7 that Peter “was naked” as he was fishing, it simply means that “he had
laid off his outer garment, and had on only his inner garment or tunic.”61

In light of this evidence, verse 21 might be modified to read: “And [as part of the
ordinance] he drank of the wine, and was [in a vision]; and he was [divested of
his outer clothing] within [the tent of Yahweh].



Figure 6. James Tissot, 1836-1902: Noah’s Drunkenness (detail), ca. 1896-1902

What was it that Ham was condemned for seeing? Reluctant to attribute
the apparent gravity of Ham’s misdeed to the mere act of seeing, readers have
often concluded in addition that Ham must have done something.62 For
example, a popular proposal is that Ham committed unspeakable crimes against
his mother63 or his father.64

Wenham, however, wisely observes that “these and other suggestions are
disproved by the next verse” that recounts how Shem and Japheth covered their
father: 65

As Cassuto66 points out: “If the covering was an adequate remedy, it follows
that the misdemeanor was confined to seeing.” The elaborate efforts Shem
and Japheth made to avoid looking at their father demonstrate that this was
all Ham did in the tent.67

This is consistent with the proposal that the misdeed of Ham was in that he
intrusively entered the Tent of Yahweh and saw Noah in the presence of God
while the latter was “in the course of revelation.”68 This idea also fits well with
what Hendel, Carr, Mettinger, Oden, and others have identified as an underlying
theme throughout Genesis 1-11, namely “transgressions of boundaries”69 that
had been set up in the beginning to separate the general run of mankind from the
dwelling place of Divinity. Noah the righteous and blameless (an exception to
those in his generation70) was in a position to speak with God face-to-face,



however Ham was neither qualified nor authorized to see (let alone enter) a place
of divine glory.

In light of this evidence, verse 22 might be modified to read: “And Ham, the
father of Canaan, saw the nakedness of his father [while Noah was beholding the
glory of God].

How did Ham’s actions parallel the transgression of Adam and Eve?
The sin of Ham seems to be a striking parallel to the transgression of Adam and
Eve,71 though in the case of Adam and Eve we know that the Fall was followed by
an upward step. Noah was positioned directly in front of or perhaps even seated
upon a representation of the throne of God.72 Without proper invitation, Ham
approached the curtains of the “tent of Yaweh,”73 and attempted to look at the
glory of God that was “uncovered within”74 — literally “in the midst of”75—the
tent, just as Eve “cleared a path” for herself so she could “come close to the Tree
of Life”76 that was located “in the midst of”77 the Garden. Emerging from the
tent, Noah cursed Canaan,78 who, as a second party to the violation, is likened in
the Zohar to the “primordial serpent”79 that was cursed by God in Eden.
Elaborating on rabbinic commentary about similarities in the nature of the curse
itself, Daniel Matt notes that:80

The curse uttered against Canaan parallels the curse pronounced upon the
serpent in the Garden. As the serpent is more cursed than all other animals,
who are themselves enslaved to humanity, so Canaan is doomed to be a “slave
of slaves.”81

More will be said about the nature of the curse below.

By way of contrast to Ham and Canaan, Targum Neofiti asserts that the specific
blessing given by Noah to his birthright son Shem is to have the immediate
presence of the Lord with him and with his posterity:82 “[M]ay the Glory of his
Shekhinah dwell in the midst of the tents of Shem.”

What is meant by the “nakedness” of Noah? As with Noah’s drinking of
the wine, some readers see his “nakedness” as shameful and interpret this verse
etiologically as an explanation for later guidelines in the Mosaic code that were
designed to prevent anyone from seeing the nakedness of the temple priests.83
However, as an alternative, what has just been outlined about Ham’s intrusive
look at the divine Presence may be sufficient explanation for the description.

Going further, however, Nibley84 argues from the interpretations of some
ancient readers85 that the Hebrew term for “nakedness” in this verse, ‘erwat,
may be better rendered as “skins,” ‘orot—in other words, an animal-skin garment
corresponding in this instance to the “coats of skins”86 [kuttonet ‘or] given to
Adam and Eve for their protection after the Fall. The two Hebrew words ‘erwat
and ‘orot would have looked nearly identical in their original unpointed forms.

After tracing the traditions concerning the “coat of skins” that Adam wore, Louis



Ginzberg asserts that they “served to the former generations [i.e., to those who
lived before the time of Moses] as priestly garments.”87 Indeed, Midrash Rabbah
specifically asserts that the garment of Adam had been handed down to Noah,
who wore it when he offered sacrifice.88

Figure 7. Tabernacle Coverings and Curtains

In the current context, the possibility signaled by Morales89 that “the ‘covering
[mikseh] of the Ark’9o establishes a link to the [skin] ‘covering of the
Tabernacle’91 is significant.92 The idea that not only the Ark and the Tabernacle
but also Noah himself might have been covered in a priestly garment of skins is
intriguing when we consider Philonenko’s observation that “the temple is [itself]
considered as a person and the veil of the temple as a garment that is worn, as a
personification of the sanctuary itself.”93 Could it be that just as it is specifically
pointed out in scripture that Noah “removed the [skin] covering of the Ark” in
Genesis 8:13, he subsequently removed his own ritual covering of skins? This
“garment of repentance,”’94 which, by the way, was worn in those times as outer
rather than inner clothing, was taken off by Noah in preparation for his being
“clothed upon with glory.”95

In light of this evidence, verse 22 might be modified to read: “And Ham, the
father of Canaan, saw the [skin garment] of his father [while Noah was
beholding the glory of God].

Is there evidence that Ham did more than merely see the skin
garment? Some ancient readers state that Ham not only saw but also took the
“skin garment” of his father, intending to usurp his priesthood authority. Though



the tradition may be older, the prime extant sources for this idea are the
Babylonian Talmud Pesahim 44b and Pirke de Rabbi Eliezer, in which Rabbi
Judah said:96

The tunic that the Holy One, blessed be His Name, made for Adam and his
wife was with Noah in the Ark; when they left the Ark, Ham, the son of Noah,
took it, and left with it, then passed it on to Nimrod.

The fact that this account is embedded in the story of Nimrod rather than
appearing in the expected place within the story of Noah strengthens the
argument that it is an independent tradition. In a statement made prior to the
English publication of any sources that mention the stolen garment, Heber C.
Kimball, a member of Brigham Young’s First Presidency, gave his view that Ham
was cursed because he “pulled the clothing off from his father Noah.”97

Rabbi Eliezer, among others, continues the intrigues of the stolen garment
forward to the time of Esau, who murdered Nimrod for it, and to Jacob, who had
been enjoined by Rebekah to wear it, as she supposed, in order to obtain Isaac’s
blessing.98 In turn, Nibley traces the theme backward to traditions telling of how
Satan conspired to get the garment from Adam and Evegg and to accounts of the
premortal fight in heaven for the possession of the garment of light.100

Incidentally, the rabbis disagreed over the nature of Noah’s garment:101 “It’s a
cloak,” according to Rabbi Yudan; ‘An undergarment,’102 according to Rabbi
Huna.” In either case, our translator is quick to point out that Noah’s garment
served as a protection103 for the body of its wearer—and that as a result of
Shem’s obedience, his descendants would merit the safety that the garment
afforded, whereas the posterity of Canaan would be deprived of the same.104

Afterward, Shem is said to have received the reward of the “fringed cloak
[tallit],”105 while Japheth received the pallium, “a cloak with clasps and buttons
on the shoulder.”106 John Tvednes observed that “Ham’s descendants, by this
account, were left naked.”107 Hugh Nibley explained the rabbinic confusion
about the nature of Noah’s garment was in that there were two articles of clothing
in the episode: whereas Ham reportedly took a “coat of skins” from Noah, Shem
and Japheth used a woven cloak to cover Noah.108

In light of this evidence, verse 22 might be modified to read: “And Ham, the
father of Canaan, [took] the [skin garment] of his father [while Noah was
beholding the glory of God].

How are we to understand the curse of Canaan? In Moses 7:9, the Lord
instructs Enoch to tell his hearers: “Repent, lest I come out and smite them with a
curse.” The Lord’s requirement that individuals and peoples repent or be cursed
is found throughout scripture. For example, the commandments given to Israel in
Deuteronomy 28 include blessings and cursings conditioned on obedience. The
result of continued rebellion is destruction or death.109 This is the basic meaning



of Noah’s stern words to his grandson in Genesis 9:25: “Cursed be Canaan; a
servant of servants shall he be unto his brethren.”

Unfortunately, this verse has been used historically to justify slavery and the
withholding of various protections and privileges of the law due to race. However,
statements by current leaders of the Church have made it clear that there is no
room in the church for any form of racial prejudice and have explicitly disavowed
theories that were formulated to explain racial differences or to justify Church
policies prior to 1978.110

Genesis 9:25 has also been discussed historically in connection with the mark of
Cain mentioned in Genesis 4:15. However, LDS scholars Draper, Brown, and
Rhodes explain: “The mark is not the same as the curse, which carried multiple
penalties,”111 the most serious being “shut out from the presence of the Lord.”112
Moreover, though Bible readers have often assumed that the mark was a dark
skin, the text of the verse itself fails to give warrant for any particular conclusion
about the nature of the mark given to Cain.113 Nor is the verse explicit about
whether the mark was passed on to his descendants. Indeed, several sources
completely disavow this idea.114

Consistent with the view that Cain’s posterity did not carry a visible mark is Al-
Kisa’i’s report of a tradition that Lamech,115 a descendant of Seth, married
Methuselcha, a descendant of Cain. Though acknowledging an “enmity that
existed between the children of Seth and the children of Cain,” the story implies
that there was nothing in the outward appearance of these two peoples that
would identify them as being of different lineages, since Lamech had to tell
Methuselcha about his parentage explicitly. Described in wholly positive terms,
Methuselcha was said in this tradition to have become Noah’s mother.116

The Why

The story of Noah not only recapitulates the stories of the Creation,117 the
Garden,118 and the Fall of Adam and Eve119 but also seems to replay the temple
themes in these accounts. To that much many LDS and non-LDS scholars today
would agree.

In addition, based on the cumulative consistency of other clues summarized
above (and in more detail elsewhere120), we have proposed the following
tentative interpretation of Genesis 9:21-22:

And [as part of the ordinance] he drank of the wine, and was [in a vision];
and he was [divested of his outer clothing] within [the tent of Yahweh].

And Ham, the father of Canaan, [took] the [skin garment] of his father [while
Noah was beholding the glory of God].



Figure 8. The First Presidency is ONE.121

As to the many unsolved mysteries of scripture and tradition, I am confident that
further light and knowledge will come through the appointed channels as needed.
Note that by rearranging the letters in this image of the First Presidency so it
follows the order of their respective offices (president, first counselor, second
counselor), we arrive at the name of Noé — Noah in French. For this reason, I am
sure we can expect a “flood” of revelation on the topics that matter most for our
time in days to come.

Thanks to Chris Miasnik and Stephen T. Whitlock for their careful proofreading
and other valuable suggestions.

Further Study

As a video supplement to this lesson, see Jeffrey M. Bradshaw, "The Ark and the
Tent: Temple Symbolism in the Story of Noah" on the YouTube Interpreter
Foundation channel (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kIfArfB54Mk ). For
additional material on temple symoblism in the story of Noah, see J. M.
Bradshaw, Ark and Tent, available as a free pdf download at
www.TempleThemes.net.



For a verse-by-verse commentary on the story of Noah in Genesis and the book of
Moses, see J. M. Bradshaw, et al., God's Image 2, pp. 199-294. The book is
available for purchase in print at Amazon.com and as a free pdf download at
www.TempleThemes.net.

For my review of Aronofsky’s fascinating but ultimately disappointing 2014 film
version of the story of Noah, see J. M. Bradshaw, Noah Like No Other.

For more about the role of shining stones in providing physical and spiritual
light, see Book of Mormon Central, “Where did the Brother of Jared get the idea
of shining stones?” KnoWhy 240 (November 28, 2016). 2016.
https://knowhy.bookofmormoncentral.org/content/where-did-the-brother-of-
jared-get-the-idea-of-shining-stones. (accessed January 30, 2018). See also Book
of Mormon Central, “Why Was a Stone Used as an Aid in Translating the Book of
Mormon? (Alma 37:23),” KnoWhy 145 (July 18, 2016). See also, Book of Mormon
Central, “Why Is a Seer Greater Than a Prophet? (Mosiah 8:15),” KnoWhy 86
(August 26, 2016).

For a scripture roundtable video from The Interpreter Foundation on the subject
of Gospel Doctrine lesson 6, see
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5vrupSqzbIQ.
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