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Chapter I1: Noach (Gen. 6:9-11:32)

Essay 8. The punishment of Babel
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There is a Midrash:

“And the whole earth was of one language and of one speech.”' . . . That
[means that] they spoke [against] two who were singular, against “The L-rd our
G-d, the L-rd is One,”? and against Abraham, who was only one man® in the
Land. They said: “This Abraham is a barren mule and cannot produce
offspring.” Against G-d, they said, “He has no right to choose for Himself the
uppermost [Heavens] and assign us the lowermost parts [i.e., the Earth]. But come,
let us build a tower at the top of which we will set an idol holding a sword in its
hand, which will thus appear to wage war against Him.”

- Gen .Rabbah 38:6

This is strange. What was their intention with regard to this, to speak of G-d and
Abraham together? Also what was their intent when they said that, “Abraham is a barren
mule”?
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It’s brought in the 11" chapter of tractate Sanhedrin:

Rabbi Yirmiya bar Elazar says: They divided into three factions; one said:
Let us ascend [to the top of the tower] and dwell there. And one said: Let us ascend
[to the top of the tower] and engage in idol worship. And one said: Let us ascend

: English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com
"' Gen. 11:1.

2 Deut. 6:4.

3 Cf. Ezek. 33:24.




[to the top of the tower] and wage war. [ With regard to] that [faction] that said:
Let us ascend [to the top of the tower]| and dwell there, G-d dispersed them. And
[with regard to] that [faction] that said: Let us ascend [to the top of the tower]
and wage war, they became apes, and spirits, and demons, and female demons.
And [with regard to] that [faction] that said: Let us ascend [to the top of the tower]
and engage in idol worship, [it is written]: “Because there the L-rd confounded the
language of all the earth.”

- Sanhedrin 109a
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It’s necessary to check what the connection is between “they became apes etc.” with
the fact that they wanted to wage war. The author of the Yafeh To’ar> explained that the
faction that said “let us wage war” were thinking to bring down abundance upon themselves
by the force of the impression of their [idolatrous] preparations upon the Heavens. Therefore,
their punishment would be that they were made apes and female demons, that they would be
found lacking in creation and could not complete themselves to be in the way of the people,
let alone to forcibly bring upon themselves the abundance of blessings.
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His interpretation seems to be saying that their intent was to bring upon themselves
abundance and goodness through the force of their sorcery, even in opposition to the will of
the Holy One, Blessed be He, as in the first chapter of tractate Chullin:

[Regarding the verse:] “There is no other beside Him,”® Rabbi Chanina
says: “And even sorcery [is ineffective against the will of G-d].” A certain woman
would try to take dust from beneath the feet of Rabbi Chanina [in order to
perform sorcery on him and harm him]. He said to her: “Take it, [but] the matter
will be ineffective for you, [as it] is written: ‘There is no other beside Him.’ ”

4 Gen. 11:9.

5 Yafeh To’ar was written by Rabbi Samuel ben Isaac Ashkenazi Jaffe (d. late 16™ century), rabbi of the Ashkenazi
community of Constantinople.

6 Deut. 4:35.



But doesn’t Rabbi Yochanan say: Why [is sorcery] called keshafim? [It
is an acronym for] mach’chishin pamalya shel mala, [meaning]: That they
diminish the Heavenly entourage [indicating that they function contrary to the
will of G-d]. Rabbi Chanina is different, as his merit is great [so sorcery has no
effect on him]. That suggests that at least some rabbis believe that sorcery could
have some effect upon the physical world.

- Chullin 7a
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Now, as the Midrash says, they wanted to wage war, as if to say, by the power of their
sorcery to bring upon themselves abundance and much goodness, even in opposition
to the will of the Holy One, Blessed be He. They couldn’t believe that when something
is not the will of the Holy One, Blessed be He, that even the sorcerers have no power,
as it is written, “There is no other beside Him.” They brought evidence to their words
that Abraham was a barren mule, that although he was righteous and had great
merits and feared G-d, [that G-d] did not have the power to do [Abraham] any good,
and moreover that he couldn’t weaken the sorcerers. Because of this, as measure-for-
measure punishment, they were turned into demons and apes. Based on their mistaken
understanding, it made sense to them that they said regarding “the L-rd is One,” that
is, against the One for Whom we say, “There is no other beside Him,” they said that He
has no right to choose for Himself the uppermost Heavens, and against Abraham they
said that he was barren, because his luck was such, and they mistakenly believed that
|G-d] had no power, G-d forbid, to change the luck of Abraham.
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Indeed, in order to clarify the language of “one speech” [literally, “singular words”]

and what these singular words are, it can be said that in the Zohar section entitled Sava
d’Mishpatim, it says that “another god [i.e., idolatry] is sterile . . . and produces no offspring.”’
That is, that the world was unified in having idolatrous beliefs, and their sorcery was completely
ineffective at circumventing the will of G-d. See the explanation in Adam Yashar (in the essay

7 Zohar 11:103a.



on klipot),® and on this, the Kabbalists explained for us the verse, “there shall be no sterile
male or female among you,”’ that is, that the male and female of the klipot will not be harmful
to you, for it is also called, “a terebinth wilted of leaf.” !
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Thus, it was their bad intention to say: “You say that another god is sterile ... and
produces no offspring,” and they were saying this to the contrary, G-d forbid. l.e., the
idolators were saying, “How can you followers of Abraham, the monotheist, say that our gods are
impotent, whereas we believe they have power. Furthermore, Abraham has no children, and
apparently his G-d, Whom he considers to be all powerful, cannot even help his servant Abraham.”

The evidence was that Abraham was a barren mule, even though he was a singular
righteous person in the world. If so, the impurity of idolatry would be “fertile and increase,”!!
and not the holiness, G-d forbid. Those were the “singular words” of the idolators, that really
were singular.

Therefore, because of the first reason, viz, their mistaken belief that He has no power
against the sorcerers, and even because of the second reason, that He does not create
offspring for his beloved ones, G-d forbid, they said, “He has no right to choose for Himself
the uppermost [Heavens]. They thought that He was not suitable for this, G-d forbid.

Because of this, as measure-for-measure punishment, they were turned into apes and
demons, who are not part of the uppermost [Heavens], and who are not part of the lowermost
parts [i.e., the Earth].
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8 Chaim Vital (1542-1620), Kabbalist and principal student of the Ari Z”L. Adam Yashar was not printed until
1885, but circulated in manuscript from 1719.

° Deut. 7:14.

10 Isaiah 1:30.

' Gen. 35:11.



