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) tg—aore fully understand the convicted.

“The belief that either the individual or the collective, through the

development of defensive technology, can fully protect and make itself

impervious to any threat is parallel to pathological narcissism. The psy-
chiatric diagnosis of parcissistic personality disorder in an individual
is defined as a pattern of overvaluing one’s worth and power, together
with the inextricable failure to assess one’s weaknesses. The outgrowth
of this combination i the hallmark of narcissism — a marked impairment
of empathy and connection to others. A group lacking the fundamental
awareness of vulnerability leads to a communal narcissistic personal-

ity disorder with the ultimate end product being a Tower of Bavel sce-.

nario — fgatyring a complete breakdown of language and communica-
tion. The psyche that denies its vulnerability and the reality of imminent
dangers closes itself off from the possibility of any genuine interaction
vgith the Other. Qur inherent imperfection and fragility is what allows
us to value and relate to others. Thus, what naturally develops from the
denial of weakness is a narcissistic attitude that denies the possibility
of something being outside of its control. In this narcissistic state, the
one who can no longer live with the possibility of weakness organizes
 his life around its.dendal. This is the ultimate tragedy of the narcissistic
‘personality; it causes its victim to become mute'and disconnected from
the organic reality of the world of others, and remains-a stagnant shell
ofits calcified idealization. It is this disconnect and lack of empathy that
enveloped the world “so that they would not hear the language of their
fellow” (Bereishit 11:7). The loss of language and genuine communication
is the natural evolution of the narcissism of the age of Bavel. While the
| people started with a unified purpose (ibid,, 1, 3-4) the outcome was-a
collective narcissism that denied the individuals and their experiences
and ultimately marked the end of the cooperation of their project - “and
they ceased from building the city” (ibid,, 8). :

The obsession of this generation with its own ma_g_q mis-

sion, and subsequent distortion in the interpersonajrealm so endemic

to the narcissist, is vividly brought to bear in the midrashic accoypt’
mentioned above (Pirkei de-Rebbi Eli'ezer, Ch: 24.). “If a person fell [off
the tower), and died they wouldn’t even pay any attention to him, b\;t
if one brielefell they would sit and cry and say ‘woe Wwﬂl
ancther brick be brought up in its place?”™ Individual people, and even -
their deaths, had no meaning or impact, whereas a minor inconvenience
to their pride was a loss to grieve. The height of the tower, i.e. the extent
of their collective imperviousness, was inversely correlated with their
removal from the experience of loss in human experience. Conversely,
God emerges as a character in the story with humility and in a relational
context. While God is always yachid, alone, here we find God mirroring
the rallying cry of the people in the text ~ “havah” - (ibid., 3-4) in his
Heavenly court — “havah nerdah ve-navlah sham sefatam” - “Come, let
Us come down and confound their language” (ibid., 7). As the Midrash,
quoted by Rashi, says: “He consulted with His Heavenly court due
to His abundant humility” (Bereishit Rabbah 8:8). Furthermore, God
goes down, “va-yered Hashem lirot” (ibid,, s). As Rashi says, quoting
the Midrash Tanchuma, “to teach judges that they cannot convict those
being judged until they go down and understand” (Rashi, ad loc.). God
emerges with humility, descending as He does with His Heavenly::;;rt-
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ﬁeights than hitherto. From this grew the ziggurat, a stepped building
. of many storeys, which came to have profound religious significance.

¢« . Essentially these towers ~ of which the remains of at least thirty
have been discovered - were man-made “holy mountains,” the moun-
tain being the place where heaven and earth most visibly meet. Inscrip-
tions on several of these buildings, decoded by archaeologists, refer, as

. does the Torah, to the idea that their top “reaches heaven”: “And they
said: ‘Come, let us build us a city, and a tower, with its top in heaven,”
fk (11:4). The largest — the great ziggurat of Babylon to which the Torah
g refers — was a structure of seven stories, three hundred feet high, on 3-

base of roughly the same dimensions.!

Not only is the story of Babel historically precise, it is also shot
through with literary devices: inversions, word plays; ironies and puns.
One of the most masterly is that the two key words, l-v-n, “brick,” and
n-v-l, “confuse,” are precise inversions of one another. As so often in
the Torah, literary technique is closely related to the moral or spiritual
message being conveyed. In this case the word play draws attention to

B’ the phenomenon of inversion itself. The results of human behaviour
are often the opposite of what was intended. The builders wanted to
‘concentrate humanity in one place: “Let us build a city...and not be
scattered over the face of the whole earth” (11:4). The result was that
they were dispersed: “from there the Lord scattered them over the face
of the whole earth” (11:8). They wanted to_“make a name” (11:4) for
themselves, and they did, but the name they made — Babel - became
an eternal symbol of confusion.

Their pride lay in their newfound technological ability to con-
struct buildings of unprecedented grandeur. They did not realise that the
greatest creative power is language — 2 message signalled in the opening
verses of the Torah with the grand simplicity of the repeated formula

“And God said ... and there was.” What is holy for the Torah is not power,
but the use to which we put it, and this is intrinsically linked to language -

the medium in which we frame our ideals, construct imaginative pos- -

sibilities, and call others to join us in realising them. The word is prior

to the work. With great poetic justice, it was not a technical problem
that caused the builders to abandon the project, but rather the loss of
the ability to communicate. :

What, though, was the builders’ sin? The narrative signals this
bya series of verbal cueg. The first is the phrase with which the episode
- both begins and ends, B! ha-aretz, “the whole earth” It opens, “And the
~ -}) whole earth was of one language” (11:1) and closes, “from there the Lord
~ . scattered them over the face of the whole earth” (11:9). A framing device

of this kind is highly significant. Indeed, the phrase kol ha-aretz appears
five times in the nine verses — and all three-, five- and especially seven-
fold repetitions in a biblical passage signal the presence of a key theme,

The second cue is the repeating phoneme (a basic unit of sound)
sh-m, either as sham, “there,” or shem, “name.” This appears seven times
in the passage. It is clearly linked to the word shamayim, “heaven” - the
place the builders were attempting to reach in building the tower. The
thematic elements of the narrative are thus clear, This is a story about
heaven and earth - returning us to the opening scene of Genesis and
its description of the creation of shamayim and aretz.
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) That was the sin of the builders of the tower. Their aspiration to
“reach heaven™ (11:4) was laughable, and indeed the Torah makes a joke
ofit. They think that their construction - three hundred feet high ~ has
reached heaven, whereas God has to “come down” to look at it (in gen-
eral, the one thing that makes God laugh in the Torah is the pretensions
of human beings when they think themselves divine). -

However, it was worse than laughable. The Netziv (R. Naftali Zvi
Yehudah Berlin, 1817-1893), writing in Czarist Russia and prophetically -
foreseeing the worst excesses of communism, sees Babel as the world’s
first totalitarianism, in which to preserve the masses as a single entity,
all freedom of expression is suppressed (that, for him, is the meaning of

“the whole world had one language and a unified speech”). Intoxicated
by their technological prowess, the builders of Babel believed they had
become like gods and could now construct their own cosmopolis, their
man-made miniature universe.* Not content with earth, they wanted to .
build an abode in heaven. It is a mistake many civilizations have made,
and the result is catastrophe.
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- * %0 House of Jacob:* Come, let us.walk by the.light.of HASHEM! _ .

6 For You* have abandoned. Your people,. the:House of Jacob, because they
were filled with [soreries] of the East and divinations, like the Philistines; and they
cohtént themselves with:the children of foreigners.” Its land became full of silver

and gold, with no end to its treasures; its.land became full of horses, with no end

to its chariots. ¥ Then its land became full of false gods; each orie of them bows |

to. his-oton handiwork, fo what his fingers have made:.~ R N
9 Humankind will have bowed and manwill -haye humbled tumself, yet=Yoy-Lgil§i<

not forgive them.* - ~

The 1 Enter the rock® and be hiddén in te'ground, because of the fear of HASHEM,'
Day.of and from:the glory of His greatness. ' Humankind's haughfyj-eyes will be brought

low and men’s arrogance will be humbled; and HASHEM alone.will be exalted on:
fRat-day. "2 For HASHEM, Master 'of Legions, has & day-{for retribution] against

A — .

every protd and arrogarit person and ‘against every exalted pe o= andhewﬂl

be brought loi; 13 and against all the lofty and exalted cedars ( f Lebanon and..

agairist ‘all the'oaks of the Bashian; 1*and againist all the lofty mountains,’and
- against all the exaltéd hills; 1% and'agairist every tall tower and against every fortlfied”
wal; 18:and against-all the ships of Tarshish and against l the splendid palaces,
17 Humankind's hatightiness will be humbled and men'’s arrogance will be brought
down; and HASHEM alone will be exalted on that day..'® And the false gods:will
perish completely, * o o ! el e




