The Tower of Bavel
Parasha Noach
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The whole earth was of one language and of common purpose. 2 And it came to pass,
when they migrated from the east they found a valley in the land of Shinar and settled there.,
3 They said to one another, “Come, let us make bricks and burn them in fire.” And the brick

served them as stone, and the bitumen served them as mortar. * And they said, “Come, let us

us a city, and a tower with its top in the heavens.
lest we be dispersed across the whole earth,”

d let us make a name for ourselves,

5 HAsHEM descended to look at the city and tower which the sons of man built, ¢ and HASHEM

said, “Behold, they are one people with one language for all, and this they begin to do! And now,
ould it not be withheld from 21 e, let us descend and there
confuse their language, that they should not understand one another's language.”

®.And HAsHEM dispersed them from there over the face of the whole earth; and they stopped
building the city. °® That is why it was called Babel, because it was there that HASHEM confused
the language of the whole earth, and from there HASHEM scattered them over the face of the

whole earth.
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hat was their sin? Their motives for building a city
with a tower “whose top shall reach the heavens” seem
quite understandable. Mankind was only just reconstruct-
ing itself after the Flood that had wiped out the entire hu-
man race save for Noah and his family. If fledgling human-
ity was to survive, unity and cooperation were of critical
importance, So they set out 1o build a common city to knit
them into a single community. At its heart, they planned a
tower which would be visible for miles, a landmark to
beckon to those who had strayed from the city and a
monument to msplre comrmtment to thenr common goal—

survival. All they wanted was to make for ourselves a
name"—to ensure the continuity of the human race.

And yet, their project to preserve humanity deteriorated
into a rejection of all that humanity stands for and an open
“rebellion against their Creator and purpose. Their quest for
unity resulted in the breakup of mankind into clans and
factions and the onset of close to_four thousand years of
misunderstanding, xenophobia and bloodletting across the
divisions of race, language and culture. Where did they go ¥,

wrong?
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$. THEY SAID TO EACH OTHER. What exactly was the sin
committed by this generation? So ask our Sages, since the
punishment indicated in the text does not seem to fit the
seriousness of the crime. Some answers refer to the words
for example those given by Rashi at the
beginning of the chapter. However, Nachmanides objects
to “those who stick to just the literal meaning” and limits

himself to pointing out the significant fact that the account

of the Tower of Bavel contains only the Tetragrammaton,
whereas the story of the Aood regularly has the word
N, As for 1he Kabbahsts they restrict themselves to
affirming that generation of the Tower of Bavel
wanted to separate the last sefira. moYn, from the nine
preceding ones. All in all, the real motives of the tower
builders are not at all clear from the text.

These various points of view are united in a smgle
perspective by Rabbi Y'hudah L. Bloch of Telshe in his
book 1"n nyT *nyw. He emphasizes that the Sages of the
Midrash give the apparent or more obvious reasons while
the Kabbalists reveal the secret or” subconscious motives.

Hence it seems that the initial intention of Nimrod and hjs
generation was to group the people in one area in order

to_concentrate more_effectively on discovering the hidden

forces of nature. Harnessing them would afford protection

against all natural disasters and evil forces. This collectivi-
ty_would also_serve as a shield against war and socigl
hardship. Accordingly, they assembled in the valley of
Shin‘ar, which subsequently becorme Babylonian territory,
and built the “holy city” of Bavel. There, as a rallying
point, as a sign of their might, and as a mark of defiance
to God above, they built_a_gigantic three-storied tower
which rose up more than 200 meters (650 feet) into the
sky. )

There was.nothing wrong with this in itself, although
the exploitation of newly-discovered forces in nature could
lead to the result that “nothing they are planning to do
will be withheld from them.” What was heretical, though,

was the afrerthought they had of turning against God.

(i These men thought that by knowing the secrets of nature

they _would no longer have to depend on divine Provi-
dence. The union of all races and all classes of society
would free them from.God’s omnipotence. That was their
ultimate goal, their ulterior motive.

LB The Torah records only the obvious, expressed
‘motive: “Let us build a city... and a tower whose top will
be in the heavens, and we will make a name for ourselves,
lest we be dispersed throughout the world.” But tradition
records the various deeper. underlying reasons which
nevertheless all Jead to the same result. Thus some said,

! “From the tower top we will wage war with God.” These
words are attributed 1o descendants of Ham, unscrupu-

jous anu GEPdeed__Slgnlg_gf;mmg_mamed_m_aceu a

mngf_lH] to_those whose corpses covered the plain of
! Shin'‘ar afteir”[l_?e del_ug_ The descendants of Yefe!h given
to culture and rationalizations, thought of huriressing the
heaven by means of powerful substructures. They c]almed
that the sky would break open over the earth every 1656

years, as it just had during the deluge.
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L. N N5 — ONE LANGUAGE. 'w'ypa1 1% — The Holy Tongue.!

O O™ 01937 — AND OF UNIFIED WORDS.  nnk nyy3 183 — They came with one plan of action,

1K1 — and they said, 1% 73 K5 - “[God] does not have the right 12 7120 — to select for
Himself alone ouwhyg nx — the higher realms.  ypab nby — We will go up to the firmament

manyn iny nwyl) — and wage war with Him.”?
Tk 737 - Alternatively, nv-mx D37 means oYt Y@ 1my by — words against the Unique One
of the world.?
anK 737 — Alternatively, ovmms D3N, — means K — they said,  nixn vy norb nok
onY vy wmm — “Once in 1,656 years,!  vwinma y'p77 — the firmament collapses, nyy oy
Ly mna — as it did in the days of the Flood. nismp 15 iy 113 — Come and let us make
supports for it.” 51237 Mwx12 — This is found in Bereishis Rabbah.* e

g6

2. According to this explanation, o™JnK 0127 means
“unified words” — a single plan of action (Nachalas
Yaakov). Alternatively: The phrase means "‘words of
unification” — that God and man should he united in
the upper realms (Mesigoh mim ).
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An individual at the first (and lowest) of éhese four

levels relates to the world in the“following way. This person

is clearly aware of Hashem's existence (note that this is the
minimal level!) In fact, he davens (prays) intensely. But his
understanding of the world is that it exists as an entity
separate from Hashem. To be sure, Hashem created the
world and controls it; He can_override the natural cause-
. and-effect of the laws of nature; but if He does not

specifically override nature, nature proceeds on its own.
When this person prays, his prayer is usually phrased as
“Let it be...”; for example: “Hashem, I need to be at a certain

place at a certain time, and 1 know that many things could

prevent my being there — after all, [ cannot control al] the
variables that must coincide in order for me to be there then;

therefore, Hashem, please et it happen.”
1o In this person’s mind, the world functions according to

its laws and most planned events have a reasonable chance

of occurring; only, there is no guarantee that this particular

event will occur because all sorts of things could get in the
way — bad weather, illness, failure of mechanical equipment
at a critical time, in fact any number of unpredictable and
uncontrollable factors could confound his plan. He feels that
his goal is attainable only if Hashem “lets it be”, that is, if He

does not actively prevent it. What this person really means in
his prayer is “Hashem, please don't interfere!” The natural

world will take its predictable course as long as there is no

=

Divine interference. 3

The problem with this view of the world is that it sees
Hashem as being outside of nature. In control, of course;
supreme, of course; but outside and separate nevertheless. If
nature has an existence outside of Hashem'’s existence, then
the fundamental principle of the all-encompassing Oneness
of the Divine is lacking. The person on this level is trapped
in a false perception of the world; he has accepted the

routine of nature as evidence that it is self sufficient and
solid. Nature, feve, has drowned him.
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A world self-contained and impregnable to any undetermined
influence has always had an appeal to one aspect of man’s nature.

If the world works like a machine, on the relentless logic of cause

and effect, then a sufficient depth of scientific knowledge will give

man control of his environment, give him power to manipulate

the machine, even adjust its workings. These processes then

seem the 9!tirnale realities: they are knowable, controllable, in a

universe where the horizon of the unknown is continually being

pushed back and, it seems, ignored with impunity.
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he prophet Yeshayahu (54.9) refers to the Flood as mei Noach —
the waters of Noach — thereby implying that Noach bears at
least partial responsibility for the Flood. Sforno suggests that Noach's
failure lay in failing to teach his generation to know Hashem and to
walk in His ways. Had he taught them to know Hashem, they would
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surely have repented.

We can explain this Sforno as follows. The Midrash comments on
the phrase, “the path (derech eretz) to the Tree of Life,” that derech,
eretz is middos, proper character traits. Middos are the paths that lead
to the Tree of Life, the Torah. Hence, “Derech eretz precedes Torah.”
First one_ refines his middos, and on[y then can the Torah dwell

goad m;_ddas, where there is no derech eretz khere is no Torah” (see
Rabbeinu Yonah to Pirkei Avos 3:22). Even though only Torah can
bring one’s middos to ultimate perfection, where there is no
foundation of proper middos, the acquisition of Torah is.impossible.

Rabbeinu Yonah's categorical negation of the possibility of Torah
remdmg in one who lacks good middos can be understood in_ two

ways, both true. The first is that a person’s lack of good middos make
ultimate retention of his Torah knowledge — no matter how great —
impossible, because his lack of middos prevents the Torah from fully

meshing with the essence of his soul. Hence when he leaves this
world, the Torah will not accf)rnpany him but be left behind with his
other external physical components.

An alternative explanation is that even in this world the Torgh will

not remain with him. This idea can be illustrated with the foHomeL |

anecdote Rambam had a dispute with a philosopher whether instinct
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or training is the decisive factor in animal behavior. To prove the
efficacy of training, the philosopher taught cats to stand erect,

balance trays and serve as waiters. He dressed them for the part and
conductecl a banguei with the cats as the waiters. Rambam Qu_rm-‘;[ed

all their tralmn_g_,__l_gt_ the trays and dishes crash to the ground as they
rushed about on all fours in pursuit of the mice.

59 ‘Human' beings also_have their baser instincts and desires that,

without training, drag them onto all fours. A human being is distinct
from the animals, however, by virtue of his ability to perfect hi%
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The sins of immorality and robbery of the generation of the Flood
were merely symptoms of the underlying disease of deficient
character development. Noach attacked the symptom, but failed to
cure the disease. He did not teach them to know yw_Hashem through
contemplation of His middos and to walk s we ways by correcting

_middos so that they control his baser instincts. One who has not
worked on perfecting his middos will, like the trained cat, be able to

rah d1smghr_1_g_for a time, but only so long as no
"mice” are released in his path.

The Torah describes the generation of the Flood as “rabbas ro’as
ha'adam.” This can be translated to mean the evil they perpetrated
was beyond the boundaries of adam — of human beings. They
corrupted the very essence of their humanity, their middos. Hence,
the Midrash says, they were punished measure for measurg with the
overflowmg of the grea_g__cie_p They destroyed their natural
humanity, and therefore the natural order was abrogated and the
waters of the deep breached theu ‘boundaries and inundated the
world. Likewise, the result of the Flood was literally to dissolve their
human forms — an external manifestation of thell’ inner_spiritual

decay. i .

put ona show of T

and developing their own character traits.-I'r‘*/I_ence he was unsuccessful.
His rebuke may occasionally have suppressed the symptoms, but
they soon reappeared, since the underlying cause had not been
treated. Without changing their underlying character, no true

repentance was possible.

o
J+ The mystical works explain that the colors of the rainbow are

representations of God'’s middos (attributes). Thus, the rainbow is the
symbol of God's promise not to bring another Flood, for by reflecting
on and emulating God’s middos we ensure that another Flood will
not be necessary.
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Unlike Noach, Avraham was able to influence the people of his
generation precisely because he concentrated on teaching middos. He
was thus able to remedy the disease and not just the symptoms. At
the age of three, Avraham knew that there was a God, but not,until
forty, says Rambam, could he be described as “"knowing his Creator,”
ie, as recognizing Hashem through the comprehension of His
middos and their emulation. Only then did Avraham begin to teach
his generation. By teaching middos, he succeeded in breaking the
idols. He convinced his contemporaries to abandon gods made in
their image for the service of the true God.

Hashem explains His choice of Avraham as the progenitor of the

Jewish peaple:
household after him that they will keep God’s way, doing charity and

“For I know that he will command his children and

justice” (Bereishis 18:19). Hashem knew that Avraham would direct

his descendants in derech Hashem — the path of middos that leads to

the.Tree of Life, Torah. That is why we, Avraham'’s descendants
were worthy of eventually receiving the Torah.
—.lrrl-l_, —I-ﬁf!f‘u. (‘L}“

Lo, But precisely that was their error: they saw survival as an
end in itself. “Let us make a name for ourselves,” théy said;
let us ensure that there will be future generations who will
read of us in their history books. But why survive? For what
Purpose should humanity inhabit the earth? What is the
content of the name and legacy they are laboring to pre-
serve? Of this they said, thought, and did nothing. To them,

life itself was an ideal, survival itself a virtue. 7~

This was the beginning of the end. No physical system
will long tolerate a vacuum, and this is true of spiritual re-
alities as well: unless a soul or cause.is filled with positive
content, corruption will ultimately seep in.” A hollow name

i and shrine soon becomes a tower of Babel.

4{ At a time like this, it is extremely important that we not
repeat the error of the builders of Babel. Rebuild we must,
but the objective must be more than a more enduring
name, a greater city, a taller tower. If we are to survive, we

‘must give import to our survival, reiterate the “why” of our -

existence. We must fill our name with value, our city with

significance, and crown the tower of our resurgence with

s
the higher purpose for which we were created ?

Hs “Towakd O &(MLM ?% Bq'

There are many works in 'Torah' literature that ad-

dress the question of man’s purpose in life. One of the
most lucid presentations is that of RaMCHal. (Luzzatto)
in his epochal work, Path of the Just (Mesillas
Yesharirn). RaMCHal states that the ultimate purpose of
man's existence is to be in the immanent presence of
the revealed glory of G—d, and that this can only occur
in the eternal, heavenly world. However, man can
| _achieve this goal only by appropriately preparing him-

self for it in this earthly world, by performing the mitzvos

which G-d commanded. RaMCHal states, and this is

further elaborated in Tanya, that the gap between mor-
tal man and infinite G-d is unbridgeable except via the
Divine commandments. No method developed by man
can bridge this gap. Thus, neither seeking unification
with the universe via meditation nor, as some have un-
fortunately thought, by mind-é)@panding chemicals, can
man be brought close to G-d. '
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In this passage, the technical details of the construction
occupy a surprisingly prominent position. The bricks, especially,
seem too unimportant a detail to mention, let alone describe at
such length. But in this connection, R. Simchah Zissel Ziev
explains the significance of bricks, in their symbolic connotation.

We owe a great debt of gratitude to those deluded
fools who spend their lives building fortresses without any
guarantee that they will outlive the merest shack
(Rambam).* The bricks show us that these are misguided
people who imagine the world to be a fixed reality,
people in whom material desire is dominant. Such were
the people who concentrated all their energies info
building the Tower of Babel, one huge fortress of worldli-
ness, dedicated to the greater satisfaction *of man's
temporal needs—a monument of humanist extremism.®
In similar vein, the Akedath Yitzchak™ explains :
mna mband TpYa RN WR CwRn 111'757.1 nysna oA avnna
L{‘S This was the fallacy in the seemmg 1dcallsm of th:s gcnerauon
No less than the generation before the Flood, their aim was entirely
ong_of political progress and prosperity —of a totally worldly
nature. Only their methods of achieving their aim were far more
intelligent and efficient. Their horizons were the same, devoid of
transcendent ideals.

This was what the bricks represented to those who sought to
build with them a tower reaching to the heavens. Bricks were the
symbol of all that seemed most permanent and solid in human
endeavour: through them, man could worship the work of his own
hands, could create something that at least survived Nis own
mortality.
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Observing the Divine mitzvos in this world can in-
deed bring a person close to G-d, but the ultimate bliss
of being in the immanent presence of G-d cannot be
reached as long as the soul is confined within the phys-
ical body. This ultimate goal can therefore be achieved
only after one's earthly existence has come to an end,
but one must utilize the earthly existence in order to gain
access to the eternal world.
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Man should not delude himself into thinking that the

ultimate purpose of existence can be in this world, and
certainly not that he was created to indulge in all the
earthly pleasures available to him. The Talmud indeed

states that G—d wishes us to enjoy the world (Jerusalem lf‘f)
Talmud, end of Kiddushth), but this is while we are en =

route to fulfilling our ultimate purpose.
Yy
Western civilization seems to have adopted a hedo-

nistic philosophy of life. In recent times the advance of
science and technology has produced near miraculous
achievemnents, so that the average life span has been
dramatically prolonged, and countless devices have
made living much more comfortable. Yet, it is evident,
as RaMCHaL points out, that man could not have been
created merely for the purpose of reaching contentment

in life, because if this were the case, endowing him with
great intellect defeats the purpose. Lower forms of life
experience far less distress than man, whose superior
brain, while allowing him to write great literature, com-
pose musical masterpieces, and develop highly
sophisticated computers, also renders_him_susceptible
to anxiety, stress, and painful emotional disorders which

do not plague lower forms of life.

As RaMCHaL so cor-
rectly points out, once we believe that G-d created man,
it is absurd to think that it was for man to be content, be-
cause the lives of the overwhelming majority of humans
are replete with suffering. “You will not find one out of a
'thousand for whom the world has provided pleasure and
tranquility” (Mesillas Yesharim, Chapter 1). It is of great
interest and extreme importance that the “one out of a
thousand” who appears to have pleasure and tranquility
may not be satisfied with this, and this may well be the
primary reason why many people have turned to a
Torah life.

‘i i
T he first thing I saw at medical school was a

dead man. From that first day in the anato-

sheet from the cadaver | was to dissect, every-
thing seemed different. | had begun to ‘wonder
about purpose and meaning, and delving into
that human body daily, discovering its wonders
and simultaneously Jacing death, exposed a
bague emptiness; he seemed to be challenging
me, demanding that [ examine myself and define
where [ was going. He had been a young man;
the label on the sheet said: “Cause of death un-
known,” and in a way he was me. Even the best
medical school teaches only sophisticated
plumbing, really, and does not answer the exis-
tential questions; if anything it raises thern,
presents paradoxes: Man is an accidental crea-
ture distantly descended from an amoeba and
closely related to an ape, and yet his life is worth
saving. It did not make any sense.

I had never thought much beyond myself until
then: | had not been searching for anything in
particular, and the question of ultimate meaning
had never really bothered me, probably because
my life in the day-to-day present had been so
full. I had grown up in the lap of South African
luxury and lacked nothing: money, servants
who did everything from polishing shoes to seru-

ing breakfast in bed, weekends on the tennis
court and by the pool, holidays on the Cape's
breathlaking beaches or on safari in the national
game parks, endless enterfainment: in short, all
the gracious ease that was South Africa.  owned.
three motorcycles before [ was | 8, and an ftalian
convertible ... [ had everything I wanted and en-

Joyed it all (Anatomy of a Search, Mesorah
1

Publications, 1987).

@) my dissection hall as I peeled back the heavy

iy
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7-8. Since their unity had led them to this course of action

and made its success possible, Hashem said that He would

destroy _thei i ke an_notes

Kabbalistically that this generation atternpted to “mutilate

the shoots,” i.e., disrupt the unity between Hashem and

His Creation; therefore an appropriate “measure for med-

sure” punishment was dispersion, which would disrupt their
unity.

Sin: [“Desire for Idol worship ™}
Monopoly of Idol Worship

Controlling Nature

Life devoid of spirituality’ meaning
Tower:

Givers not receivers

Perpetuation for perpetuation sake only
Bricks: i

Man’s control of nature

Representation of form without content
Lessons:

Hashem has ultimate control of our lives
Nature is not separate from Hashem
Middos = ability to emulate Hashem
Life’s goal is closeness with Hashem
Power of unity
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