What's wrong with building a Tower?

Source 1: The Torah narrative in Bereishit Ch. 11

11:1 The entire earth had one language with uniform
words.

11:2 When [the people] migrated from the east, they
found a valley in the land of Shinar, and they settled
there.

11:3 They said to one another, 'Come, let us mold bricks
and fire them.' They then had bricks to use as stone, and
asphalt for mortar.

11:4 They said, 'Come, let us build ourselves a city, and
a tower whose top shall reach the sky. Let us make
ourselves a name, so that we will not be scattered all
over the face of the earth.’'

11:5 God descended to see the city and the tower that
the sons of man had built.

11:6 God said, 'They are a single people, all having one
language, and this is the first thing they do! Now nothing
they plan to do will be unattainable for them!

11:7 Come, let us descend and confuse their speech, so
that one person will not understand another's speech.’
11:8 From that place, God scattered them all over the
face of the earth, and they stopped building the city.
11:9 He named it Babel, because this was the place
where God confused the world's language. It was from
there that God dispersed [humanity] over all the face of
the earth.
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Source 2: Select comments by Rashi on this narrative

one language: the Holy Tongue. — [from Tan. Buber,
Noach 28]

and uniform words: Heb. o'1nx D"127. They came with
one scheme and said, “He had no right to select for
Himself the upper regions. Let us ascend to the sky and
wage war with Him.” Another explanation: [they spokel
against the Sole One of the world. Another explanation of
n'TNX DT (other editions read: nTn 02T, sharp
words): They said, “Once every 1,656 years, the sky
totters, as it did in the time of the Flood. Come and let us
make supports for it.” - [from Gen. Rabbah 28:6, Tan.
Buber Noach 24]

the sons of man: But the sons of whom else [could they
have been]? The sons of donkeys and camels? Rather,
[this refers to] the sons of the first man, who was
ungrateful and said (above 3: 12):“The woman whom You
gave [to bel with me.” These, too, were ungrateful in
rebelling against the One Who lavished goodness upon
them, and saved them from the Flood. — [from Gen.
Rabbah 38:9]

Come: Measure for measure. They said, “Come, let us
build,” and He meted corresponding [punishment] out to
them by countering with,"Come, let us descend.” - [from
Tan. Buber, Noach 25]

and from there... scattered them: This teaches [us] that
they have no share in the world to come (Mishnah Sanh.
107b). Now which [sins] were worse, those of the
Generation of the Flood or those of the Generation of the
Dispersion? The former did not stretch forth their hands
against God, whereas the latter did stretch forth their
hands against God, to wage war against Him.
Nevertheless, the former were drowned, while the latter
did not perish from the world. That is because the
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Generation of the Flood were robbers and there was
strife between them, and therefore they were destroyed.
But these behaved with love and friendship among
themselves, as it is said (verse 1): “one language and
uniform words.” Thus you learn that discord is hateful,
and that peace is great. — [from Gen. Rabbah 38:61]

Source 3a: Bereishit Rabba, Parshat Noach
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(1) R. Eliezer said: "One speech (devarim achadim) -
sealed speech (devarim achudim)." The sin of the
generation of the flood is explicit, but the sin of the
generation of the dispersion is not explicit. "Devarim
achadim" - they said sharp (chadim) things about Our
God who is one (echad) and about Avraham, who "was
one in the land." They said: Avraham is a sterile mule
who cannot bear children. And about God they said: Is it
right that he has taken the upper worlds for himself and



given us the lower worlds? Come let us make a tower
and place an idol on top of it, with a sword in its hand, so
that it will appear as though it is making war on Him.
(Rashi quotes the last line as: "Let us ascend to the
heavens and make war on Him).

(2) Another explanation: One speech - shared
speech. What belongs to one belongs to the other, and
what belongs to the other belongs to the first. (Note: If
you do not believe that the Sages said that the tower was
built by communists, please do not rely on me - look it

up).

(3) Another explanation: They said: Once every 1656
years the heavens collapse (the great flood took place in
the year 1656 after creation). Come let us build
supports, one in the north, one in the south, one in the
west, and this one here will be in the east.

3b) Abrabanel :

Either the people of the tower were fools (if they thought they could
actually reach the heaven), in which case they deserved no
punishment at all, or they were totally corrupt heretics, in which case
the punishment was not severe enough.

Verse 5 seems to indicate that God thought they could accomplish
their goal if left undisturbed ("And now, nothing will prevent them
from achieving that which they planned to do"), which is ridiculous if
they were trying to build support pillars for the sky.



Source 4: His (Abarbanel’s) own interpretation:
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http://kodesh.snunit.k12.il/i/t/t3107.htm
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This contrasts with Rav Soloveitchik’s comments in the
Lonely Man of Faith that we saw a couple of months ago:
Source 5: The Lonely Man of Faith

JOSEPH B. SOLOVEITCHIK

The brute's existence is an undignified one be-
cause it is a helpless existence. Human existence is
a dignified one because it is a glorious, majestic,
powerful existence. Hence, dignity is unobtainable
as long as man has not reclaimed himself from
coexistence with nature and has not risen from a
non-reflective, degradingly helpless instinctive life
to an intelligent, planned, and majestic one. For
the sake of clarification of the double equation
humanity = dignity and dignity = glory-majesty,
it is necessary to add another thought. There is no
dignity without responsibility, and one cannot as-
sume responsiblity as long as he is not capable of
living up to his commitments. Only when man
rises to the heights of freedom of action and crea-
tivity of mind does he begin to implement the
mandate of d:igniﬁcd responsibility entrusted to
him by his Maker. Dignity of man expressing itself
in the awareness of being responsible and of being
capable of discharging his responsibility cannot be
realized as long as he has not gained mastery over

his environment. For life in bondage to insensate
elemental forces is a non-responsible and hence an
undignified affair.*

Man of old who could not fight discase and
succumbed in multitudes to yellow fever or any
other plague with degrading helplessness could not
lay claim to dignity. Only the man who builds
hospitals, discovers therapeutic techniques, and
saves lives is blessed with dignity. Man of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries who needed
several days to travel from Boston to New York was
less dignified than modern man who attempts to
conquer space, boards a plane at the New York
airport at midnight and takes several hours later a
leisurely walk along the streets of London.t The
brute is helpless, and, therefore, not dignified.
Civilized man has gained limited control of nature
and has become, in certain respects, her master,
and with his mastery he has attained dignity as
well. His mastery has made it possible for him to
act in accordance with his responsibility.

Source 6: Rav Hayyim Angel: The Tower of Babel: A Case Study
in Combining Traditional and Academic Bible Methodologies

Ancient Near Eastern Context

Over the past century, scholarship has progressed significantly with
the archaeological discovery of many artifacts and written
documents from the ancient Near East. Much of this section
summarizes the groundbreaking work of Moshe David (Umberto)
Cassuto, and the subsequent discussions of Nahum Sarna and
Elhanan Samet.[3] They argue that the Tower of Babel narrative is a
polemic against the worldview of the nations, in particular




Babylonia. In every ancient Babylonian city, there were temples,
always accompanied with a tower called a ziqqurat. This term
derives from the Akkadian zaqaru, “to rise up high,” or “step
pyramid.” In Babylonia, the great ziqqurat was the Temple of
Marduk—the patron deity of Babylonia. The Temple was called E-
sag-ila (“the house with a raised head”), and its tower was called
etemen-an-ki (“the house of the foundation of the heavens and
earth”). [t appears that this temple originally was built in
Hammurabi’s time (18th-17th centuries b.c.e.), approximately the
same time as Abraham. The Babylonians took such great pride in
their temple that they composed myths that attributed its building
to the gods:

Marduk, the king of the gods divided all the Anunnaki (=various
gods) above and below: The Anunnaki opened their mouths and
said to Marduk, their lord: “Now, o lord, you who have caused our
deliverance, what shall be our homage to you? Let us build a
shrine”;..When Marduk heard this, brightly glowed his features, like
the day: “Construct Babylon, whose building you have requested, let
its brickwork be fashioned...” the Anunnaki applied the implement;
for one whole year they molded bricks. When the second year
arrived, they raised high the head of Esagila equalling Apsu
(=corresponded to the depths of the ocean. Apsu was one of the
original two gods in world, according to this myth.)...(Akkadian
Creation Epic, Tablet VI, lines 39-62)[4]

The ruins of the Temple of Marduk were found between 1889 and
1917 by German archaeologists. It was gigantic, about 300 feet high,
rising from a square base of equal size. There is little question that
the Torah is discussing this temple. Archaeologists have unearthed
the biblical Tower of Babel and other documents that describe what
the Babylonians thought of their prized temple.

A ziqqurat was built as a surrogate mountain, designed as a
meeting place between the gods and people. Priests could ascend to



the top on elaborate staircases in order to encounter the gods.
Phrases such as “its top in the sky” and “to make a name for oneself”
appear regularly on Akkadian building inscriptions.[5] E-sag-ila, the
house with a raised head, now appears strikingly similar to the
Torah'’s quoting the Tower’s builders as wanting “a tower with its
top in the sky” (Gen. 11:4).

Additionally, the Babylonian Creation Epic cited above
marvels at the brick-making required for the Tower. In this myth, it
took the gods one year to make enough bricks to build the Temple of
Marduk! The Torah mocks this claim, noting that the Tower and its
bricks were built by people. This detail in the Babylonian epic helps
explain why the Torah focuses on the brick-making aspect of the
project.

God’s “descent” in the Torah narrative also speaks against the idea
of a ziqqurat. The physical height of a mountain or structure does
not bring anyone closer to God. God descended to thwart the Tower
before it was completed.

In this reading of the Torah narrative, Babylonian society was guilty
of the ultimate arrogance. They were excessively proud of the
Temple of Marduk, and claimed that their gods built it. They also
built the Tower to make for themselves a name, usurping a
supposedly religious structure for self-aggrandizement.

We now can understand the Torah’s explanation for the city name,
Bavel, confusion. The Babylonians called their city Babel, from the
Akkadian bab-ilim, “the gate of the god.” They considered their city
to be the religious center of the world. The Hebrew etymology, then,
is a “midrash” of the Torah to mock the Babylonians. You think you
are the gate of the god, but in fact you are completely confused!

To summarize, the sin of the Tower of Babel was supreme arrogance
of a polytheistic, idolatrous society. This interpretation also is the



view of the talmudic Sages (Sanhedrin 109a) quoted earlier. Living
in Babylonia, the Sages well understood what the Torah was
teaching. With our knowledge of the ancient setting, their
interpretation is closely wedded to the text of the Torah, and is the
most convincing of all the suggestions cited above.

Source 7: Rav Ezra Bick raises the following question
about midrashic interpretations vis-a-vis pshat:

There is no question that certain kinds of questions can be
answered by introducing facts not mentioned explicitly in the
parasha. These are questions where not knowing the
answer does not render the story incomprehensible. For
instance, if you ask why God chose to speak to Avraham in the
beginning of next week's parasha, the midrashim about
Avraham's early life in Ur Kasdim provide a plausible answer,
once we accept that the Torah does not consider it crucial for
us to know those stories. In other words, why Avraham is
chosen is not an essential part of the Torah's narrative. Butit
is illegitimate, in my opinion, to use unrelated facts, even if
hinted at in the usual midrashic manner, to explain the basic
story-line. If you do not understand what is going on
without recourse to a midrash, then the story is
incomprehensible on a "pshat” level. Midrash can help
us to understand pshat, but cannot substitute for it.



o A few words of explanation:
What is the reason for Hashem choosing Avraham in
Parshat Lech-Lecha?

o Story of breaking his father’s idols

o Sefat Emet: Hashem was calling out to everyone, and only
Avraham tuned in!

Source 8:
Rav Naftali Tzvi Yehuda Berlin, Netziv, Haémek Davar
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ONE SPEECH: The verse did not
explicate what they said except
through a hint, as is explained in the
midrash. But the verse did not
explain them, only mentioning that
they were "one." This teaches us
that God was not aroused by the
content of their speech, but because
it was "one," irrespective of what
they said.

Rav Bick: The midrash can answer the question, "what did
they say,” but not the question, "why did God react as He
did." The reason is that the first question is not crucial to the
flow of the story (apparently - that is precisely the Netziv's
point), whereas the second is. You are meant to understand



the point of the story by reading it...Once you understand that,
the midrashic information can add a great deal of information.

What appears to be their main motivation?
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One language: ....they agreed to dwell all in one place...

This in itself is not a sin, but it is opposed to God's will and
purpose in creating man, to whom was given the blessing of
"Peru u-revu u-mil'u et ha-aretz"” - to conquer and settle the
entire earth.

This view does not understand the dispersion of the
people at the end of the story as a punishment. What, then,
is the reason for the dispersion?
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Their ultimate plans, unimportant in themselves, required
unity, and they knew that if people spread out, they would
develop independent ideas which would detract from the
fulfillment of the grand project. Furthermore, in order to
maintain this unity, they would need police and strict
totalitarian social control...The "name"” means people in
charge, supervisors.




What is the outcome of this plan and the obsession with
making it work?

Source 9:
The wxn WO story of Avraham:

(website of Midreshet Moriah)
Midrash Rabba on Parshat Noach 38:13, quoted in the name of Rabbi
Chiya, son of Rav Adda of Yafo discusses this famous incident. The
midrash begins in the idol shop of Terach. He takes a short hiatus in
his busy day and leaves his son Avraham in charge. The first customer
enters the shop, walks out embarrassed when Avraham points out
how ridiculous it was that he, a 50 or 60 year old man was
worshipping an idol that was made the day before. It is the next
customer that walks in that ultimately causes all the trouble. She
walks in with a plate of fine flour and asks Avraham to offer this
offering in front of the idols. Avraham then takes a stick and destroys
the idols. When his father comes home, confused as to why the idols
in his shop have been destroyed, Avraham explains that the idols got
angry at each other, were jealous of the fine flour offering, and hence
attacked each other. Terach, reading between the lines, realizes that
it must have been Avraham who destroyed the idols since the idols
clearly do not have feelings, do not move and hence could not have
attacked each other. Terach, in anger, hands his son over to Nimrod.
After a rather interesting debate, Nimrod decides to throw
Avraham into the burning furnace. Interestingly, this particular
midrash tells very little to no details of the miraculous saving of
Avraham. It is at this point that we need another midrash to fill
in the missing details of the miraculous savior. One such midrash
can be found in Pesachim 118a. In this aggada, we are privy to a
conversation between G-d and the angel Gavriel. Gavriel offers
to go down and save the great tzadik, Avraham. G-d responds
with a statement that reveals his unbelievable respect for this
chosen individual. He says to Gavriel, "I am Unique in My world



and he is unique in his world...it is only appropriate for a Unique
One to go and save a unique one."

Source 10: Netziv
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Rav BicKk’s alternate explanation:

The story is about social unity and pluralism. The people of Bavel are making
an attempt to create a unified cohesive society. The tower is, as the Netziv
claims, a unifying symbol, a center of gravity, as it were, for all mankind who
rally around it. Nothing more (though nothing less either) was the surface
intent of the people.

But, the midrashim are clarifying for us the CONSEQUENCES (rather
than the causes of) the unitary state. The psychological need for unity, the
social pressure involved, the strength and power that result from this
unity, all will result in the monolithically totalitarian state, which will
result in both civil repression (as in the furnace of Avraham) and spiritual
hubris (as in the idolatry reaching up to heaven with a sword). The Torah
describes the following progression:

1. Cultural unity - one language and one speech (verse 1);
2. Social cohesiveness - living together (verse 2);
3. Industrial advance - the brick factory (verse 3);




4. What does one do with one's newfound power - monumental construction
(verse 4), leading to centralization, pride and rebellion, and totalitarianism.

The midrashim describe in detail various potential developments of the
centralized totalitarian state based on technological man - the expulsion of God,
ideological dictatorship, social repression. Organized idolatry, ascribed by the
midrash to Nimrod king of Bavel, is a means of ideological control, giving
everyone a central figure of authority easily manipulated by the ruling
class. Perhaps this is due, as the Ran suggests, to the fact that the moral basis
of the society is weak. But I think that the Torah is saying that this is inevitable
if everyone must be included in the unitary society. The basis of total unitary
society for all mankind will of necessity tend towards physical symbols, a tower,
or an idol, and will of necessity be intolerant and compulsive. Because there is
no other basis for unitary society other than the shared industrial projects,
there will always be a need to invent new projects and force every part of
society to take part in order to provide the strength and power inherent in
organized mass society. In this context, the midrash (no. 2 above) that adds
shared property to the norms of Bavel is unusually prescient. The goal is a
unified mass, dedicated to building central institutions which will perpetuate
the unity. A logical eventual form of such a society may well be the Stalinist
state.

This explains why this story is here, in this location in the
Torah. We are perched on the verge of the creation of the Jewish
people. Avraham will be asked shortly to separate himself from his
father's house, his country, his birthplace, and create an individual unit of
spiritual perfection. The question is why, why is the truth of the Torah
not offered to all of humanity? Is not Judaism and its message a universal
one? Why is Judaism a national religion? Why is the Torah given in a way that
makes it incomprehensible to most of mankind? The Torah explains to us that
even though the universal mass society of Bavel included pious individuals
(Shem, Ever, even Noach are still alive), the service of God cannot arise out of
such a society. It is too repressive, too dedicated to maintaining its own
existence. Man must be dispersed in order to develop individually. There is a



real spiritual basis for the need for cultural pluralism, including different and
somewhat mutually incomprehensible languages. In this context, one nation
can arise slowly, over a long period of education, trial, and redemption, which
will carry on God's message for humanity. Within Nimrod's Bavel, Judaism is
impossible. Within any world order, world empire, Judaism cannot
arise. Mankind is dispersed to develop individual character, cultural
diversity. In one corner, without having to worry about the destiny of all
mankind, a small family will build the kingdom of God. Cross-cultural
dissonance is the price that must be paid for spiritual development. In
Avraham's case, that dissonance will be even more extreme. Only through
lonely separation can true spiritual greatness be achieved. The unity of the
Jewish people will be achieved through that spiritual development, slowly over
many generations, with the Torah and Eretz Yisrael at its center. Having
broken up the totalitarian unitary state, the Torah is ready to embark on the
adventure of Avraham Ha-Ivri, the man from across the river, a stranger in a
strange land.

Source 11: Rav Yosef Weinstock: Fearing Diversity

Avraham stood for unity, not uniformity. Avraham preaches a
message of monotheism to all who would listen, and even to those
who were just interested in his hospitality. Yet Avraham’s goal was
not to make everyone exactly like him. In fact, when Avraham begins
his journey next week he leaves with Hanefesh Asher Asu B’Charan-
those whom he had influenced while in Charan. And that’s the last
time we hear of them. They went on to live their lives very different
than Avraham- there was no uniformity. But Avraham had
accomplished his goal- a unity of disparate people that all
acknowledge and respect Hashem.

Avraham celebrated commonality. Not conformity. Hashem
promises Avraham that he will be an Av Hamon Goyim- the father of
a multitude of nations- NOT the father of one huge single nation. He
had two sons that he loved even though they were quite different.



He is referred to as the Av Hamon Goyim. He is promised that
through him all the families of the land will be blessed- they will
maintain their uniqueness yet identify with one land, just like it was
Avraham'’s hope that they would identify with one God.

Avraham valued belonging, but he was not interested in
necessarily “fitting in”. He feels tremendous responsibility
towards all other human beings; that’s why he prays so hard for
Sedom, that’s why he fights so hard on behalf of the 5 kings. He
belongs to the human race and takes that role seriously and with
responsibility. Yet Avraham remains Halvri- the other, different and
unlike anyone else in his generation. He feels no need to succumb to
peer pressure, even as he takes the responsibility of belonging very
seriously.



