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are the descendants of Shem according to their
clans and languages, by their lands, according

to their nations.

32These are the groupings of Noah’s descen-
dants, according to their origins, by their na-

tions; and from these the nations branched out

over the earth after the Flood.

1 1 Everyone on earth had the same lan-
guage and the same words. 2And as they mi-
grated from the east, they came uponavalleyin
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the land of Shinar and settled there. 3They said

THE TOWER OF BABEL (11:1-9)

The generation after the Flood proves to be out
of harmony with God, who must then embark
on a new effort to fulfill divine purposes on
earth.

THE MAKING OF BABEL  (vv. 1-4)

1. Everyone on earth This and the follow-
ing verses emphasize repeatedly the involvement
of all humankind in the offense. This point is
vital to the proper understanding of this narra-
tive, which closes the second universal epoch in
human history. It indicates thac humankind is
still rebellious against God, having learned
nothing from the past.

the same language Belief in an original uni-
versal human language seems to have been cur-
rent in ancient Sumer as well. The Bible here
portrays the disruption of communication be-

tween human beings as having been the conse-
quence of humankind’s deliberate disharmony
with God.

2. migrated Humankind is seen as having
been nomadic after the Flood.

from the east That is, from the vantage
point of Canaan.

a valley The flac alluvial plain in southern
Mesopotamia between the Tigris and the Eu-
phrates rivers.

Shinar See Commentto Gen. 10:10. A sim-
ilar tradition is preserved by the ancient histo-
rian Berosus, whose story of the Mesopota-
mian flood also has the survivors first going to
Babylon.

there The Hebrew word “sham,” repeated
five times, directs our attention to the crucial
importance of the site.
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CHAPTER 11

Commanded to disperse and settle the earth,
Noah’s descendants insist on clustering in
one area. Commanded to submit to the will of
God, they set out to make a name for them-
selves. The story of the Tower of Babel seems
inspired by the Babylonian temple towers (zig-
gurats). Can we sense here the Torah’s ambiv-
alence about large cities, with the anonymity,
crime, and lack of neighborliness they repre-
sent? Orits suspicion that technology, the cele-
bration of human ingenuity, will often lead to
idolatry, people worshiping the work of their
own hands?

One writer distinguishes between “moun-
tain cultures,” which see the heart of the world
in wilderness, revering nature and adapting to
it, and “tower cultures,” for whom the essence
of the world is the city and the human-made
environment, stripping the sense of awe from
nature and attaching it to the social and tech-
nological order. Egypt, land of pyramids and
treasure cities, will be a tower culture, Israel,
from Mount Sinai to the Temple Mount, will
be largely a mountain culture. The people of
the Tower of Babel are a pre-eminent example
of a tower culture. Although human beings
have done many wonderful things to reshape
their environment, there is always the danger
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to one another, “Come, let us make bricks and
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stone, and bitumen served them as mortar—
'And they said, “Come, let us build us a city, |
and a tower with its top in the sky, to make a
name forourselves; else we shall be scattered all
over the world.” 3The Lorp came down to look
at the city and tower that man had built, and
the Lorp said, “If, as one people with one lan-
guage for all, this is how they have begun to act,
then nothing that they may propose to do will
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3. Come, let us make bricks The narrator,
writing from the perspective of a foreign ob-
server, nevertheless displays an accurate and de-
railed knowledge of Mesopotamian construc-
tion methods.

Brick . . . mortar This editorial aside ex-
presses wonderment at construction techniques
so different from those familiar to che narrator
in [srael where stone was used for construction
purposes. (The phrase “with bitumen and burnt-
brick” is a standard formula in Babylonian build-
ing inscriprions.)

4. a tower The ziggurat—a lofty, massive,
solid-brick, multistaged temple tower that sym-
bolized a sacred mounrain, a meeting point of
heaven and earth. The outstanding feature of
most Mesopotamian cities, it was regarded as
the center of the universe, the arena of divine
activiry, where humankind and the gods mighe
enter inco direct conract with one another.

with its top in the sky This phrase is the
name of the chief ziggurat of Babylon, the locus
of the story and the very tower in question, Esa-
gilah, “the house that lifts its head to heaven.”
This expression is also often found in other Me-
sopotamian building inscriptions, leading to the

widespread interpretation thar the aim of the
tower builders was to scorm heaven. Generally,
the Bible considers tall towers to be symbols of
human arrogance (see Isa. 2:12-15 and 30:25;
Ezek. 26:4,9).

to make a name for ourselves “Name” here
probably means “monument,” as in Isa. 56:5.
Important kings were associated with great
building projects. Bricks inscribed with royal
names were placed in the ziggurac's foundations
to ensure the monarch’s eternal fame.

else we shall be scattered The ziggurat, a
source of civic pride, was expected to foster a
spirit of unity. But the Torah interprets con-
struction as a mark of human arrogance and a
direct affront o God.

GOD’S COUNTERMEASURES  (vv. 5-9)

5. The Lorp came down 'To investigate hu-
mankind’s doings.

man The biblical narrator stresses the strictly
human nature of the entire enterprise. In Meso-
potamian tradition, the gods erected the temple
at Babylon.

had built Thus far; Gen. 11:8 tells us that

the project was never completed.

WG e

of becoming so enamored of technology that
human values are lost.

A rabbinic legend relates that people paid no
mind if a worker on the tower fell to his death.
Ifabrick fell, however, they lamented the delay
in theirbuilding project (PRE 24). “The purpose
of these awe-inspiring monuments erected by
the technical skill of men was to enable people
to forget their insignificance and transient na-
ture” [N. Leibowitz).

4. God learns from experiences like these,
“When I am gracious to decent people, they
respond with gratitude and humility. When I
am gracious to wicked people (like Nimrod and
the builders of the Tower), they respond with
arrogance” (BT Hul. 89a).

5. The Lorp came down A midrash states
that this passage is intended to teach us not to
pass judgment on anyone without personally
examining the situation (Tanh.).
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be out of their reach. 7Let us, then, go down
and confound their speech there, so that they
shall not understand one another’s speech.”
SThusthe Lorp scattered them from there over
the face of the whole earth; and they stopped
building the city. “That is why it was called
Babel, because there the Lorp confounded
the speech of the whole earth; and from there
the Lorp scattered them over the face of the
whole earth.

10This is the line of Shem. Shem was 100
yearsold when he begot Arpachshad, two years
after the Flood. !'After the birth of Arpach-
shad, Shem lived 500 years and begot sons
and daughters.

12When Arpachshad had lived 35 years, he
begot Shelah. 13After the birth of Shelah, Ar-
pachshad lived 403 years and begot sons and
daughters.

4When Shelah had lived 30 years, he be-

7. Let us, then Unless preventive measures
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to “make a name” for themselves, but succeeded

are taken, there will be no limit to humankind’s only in attaching the name “confusion” to their
schemes. For the plural use of the verb, see handiwork.

Comment to 1:26.
confound The Hebrew word “naviuh” is a
form of the stem for “to.confuse” (53).

Babel Neither the “gate of god,” as the in-
habitants of Babylon interpreted the name, nor
the center of the earth, as they conceived their

8. they stopped building This narrative city to be—but a site of gibberish, radiating di-
may have been inspired by the spectacle of Ba- visiveness and disastrous alienation from God.

bylon and its ziggurat lying in ruins, which was
the sicuation after che Hittite raid on the city ca.
1600 B.C.E.

the city Thatis, the ziggurat.

9. it was called Literally, “one called its

The narrative of this chapter’s opening is
a parody belittling Babylon and its temple tower
(ziggurat). Babylon (“the gate of the god,” bab-
il) becomes “babble.” The ziggurat, the abode
of the god, is unable to withstand the divine

name,” an ironic echo of verse 4. They aspired onslaught.

FROM SHEM TO ABRAHAM (11:10-32)

The narrative now focuses on one line of descent  brew phrase appears another 10 times in Gen-

within the family tree of Shem. This line leads ro
Abraham, the 10th generation from Shem, just
as Noah was the 10th generation from Adam.

esis. Here, the phrase establishes the transition
from universal to patriarchal history.
100 This figure is approximate, because

From the biblical point of view, the birth of Shem would now have been 102, according to

Abraham constitutes a decisive turning point in
the history of humankind.
10. This is the line The advent of Terah isa

the data of 5:32 and 7:6.
Arpachshad Inexplicably, in 10:22 he is the
third son of Shem, whereas here he seems to be

climactic event set off by the words translared the first-born.

here as “This is the line” (eilleh tol'dot). The He-
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got Eber. BAfter the birth of Eber, Shelah
lived 403 years and begot sons and daughters,

"®When Eber had lived 34 vears, he begot
Peleg. 17After the birth of Peleg, Eber lived
430 years and begot sons and daughters.

'“When Peleg had lived 30 vears, he begot
Reu. PAfter the birth of Reu, Peleg lived 209
years and begot sons and daughters.

*When Reu had lived 32 years, he begot
Serug. After the birth of Serug, Reu lived
207 years and begot sons and daughters.

#2When Serug had lived 30 years, he begot
Nahor. Z3After the birth of Nahor, Serug lived
200 years and begot sons and daughters.

#*When Nahor had lived 29 years, he begot
Terah. 25After the birth of Terah, Nahor lived
119 years and begot sons and daughters.

*When Terah had lived 70 years, he begot
Abram, Nahor, and Haran. 2’Now this is the

18. Reu Probably a shortened form of Re-
uel, meaning “friend of God.” (Cf Reuel, a
name of Moses’ father-in-law, in Exod, 2: 18.)

20. Serug  The well-known city of Sarugi,
not far north of Haran in rthe Balikh Valley.

22. Nahor An important site in the upper
Balikh Valley.

24. Terah Ancient sources mention a place-
name 73/ (sa) Turahi situated on the Balikh
River not far from Haran and Nahor. The name
may well be connected with yareiap, “moon.”
Several members of Terah’s family, as well as
some of the sites connected with him, bear
names associated with moon worship. Josh,
24:2 explicitly describes Terah as an idolarer.
Note that both Haran and Ur were also asso-
ciated with moon worship.

26. 70 years Terah begets children when he
is about twice the age of all his predecessors in
the line of Shem. This detail inserts inco the nar-
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rative the motif of protracted childlessness, a
condition that will be a major factor in the lives
of his descendants, the patriarchs of Israel,

Abram  This form of the name is consis-
tently used until it is expanded to Abraham in
Gen. 17:5, after which ir appears again only in
Neh. 9:7 and 1 Chron. 1:26 as required by cheir
respective contexts. The name Abram is west
Semitic and attested in cuneiform sources. [t
could mean “exalted father,” “the father .is ex-
alted,” or “the (divine) father loves (him).”

Nahor Apparently named after his grand-
father.

Haran A name derived from bar, “a moun-
tain,” used in the sense of “mountain god” in
ancient Semitic personal names.

THE FAMILY OF TERAH  (vv. 27-32)

27. Now this is the line This eilleh tol'dot
phrase introduces che biography of Abraham.
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line of Terah: Terah begot Abram, Nahor, and
Haran; and Haran begot Lot. 28Haran died in
the lifetime of his father Terah, in his native
land, Urofthe Chaldeans. 2 Abram and Nahor
took to themselves wives, the name of Abram’s
wife being Sarai and that of Nahor’s wife
Milcah, the daughter of Haran, the father of
Milcah and Iscah. 3Now Sarai was barren,
she had no child.

31Terah took his son Abram, his grandson Lot
the sonofHaran, and his daughter-in-law Sarai,
the wife of his son Abram, and they set out to-
gether from Ur of the Chaldeans for the land
of Canaan; but when they had come as far as
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Lot The origin of this name is unknown.

28. Haran died A fact essential for under-
standing 12:4-5.

Ur of the Chaldeans Most scholars regard
this mention of the Chaldeans as an anachro-
nism. Theywere a Semitic people related to, but
distinct from, the Arameans. Nothing excavated
from the great city of Ur in southern Mesopota-
mia indicates the presence of Chaldeans uncil
the 7th to 6th centuries 8.C.E., long after the
period of the patriarchs. Thus the Ur of our text
may be one of the sites in Upper Mesopotamia,
founded by citizens of the famous city in the
south and named after it- An Upper Mesopota-
mian Ur would have been much closer to Ha-
ran, a city crucial to patriarchal narratives.

29. Sarai The name (changed to Sarah in
17:15) means “princess” in Hebrew. If it is based
on the Akkadian word “Sharratu” (a term used
for the female consort of the moon god Sin; the
principal god of Ur), it means “queen.” The par-
entage of Nahor's wife is given, that of Sarai is
not—a startling omission that must have been
intentional. Perhaps the narrator withholds that
information so as not to diminish the suspense
in chapter 20 when Abraham, to extricate him-
self from an embarrassing predicament, reveals
that Sarai is his half-sister.

Milcab The name is a variant form of Mal-
cah, “queen.” In Akkadian, malkatu is a title of
the goddess Ishtar, known as Queen of Heaven,
daughter of the moon god Sin.

Iscalh The name may derive from the stem
meaning “to see” (71230) and may be a shortened
form of a sentence name: “May God see [i.e.,
with favor] the child.” Nothing is known of her;
she may have been the central figure of tradi-
tions now lost.

30. barren The Hebrew word zkarab sim-
ply means “childless,” but not necessarily in-
fertile.

31. they set out . . . as far as Haran Haran
is situated some 550 miles (885 km) norcthwest
of Ur, about 10 miles (16 km) north of the pres-
ent-day Syrian—Turkish border on the left bank
of the Balikh River. The name means. “route,
journey, caravan,” no-doubt derived from the
city’s location as an important station on the
main international trade routes from Mesopota-
mia to the Mediterranean: Sea.

Nahor is not mentioned as included in the
company, but he was closely associated with
Haran. Indeed, the place is called “the city of
Nahor” in Gen. 24:10. Perhaps he migrated ata

later time.

31. Theysetout together from Ur Weknow
from archeological sources that there wasa great
influx of population into Ur at about this time.
But Abraham, the Ivri, from a word meaning

"the other side,” ever the contrarian, chose to
leave Ur in pursuit of God.

theysettled there Soofteninlife, wesetout
with the best of intentions, only to give up half-
way toourgoal (Arugat Ha-Bosem):

62



63 GENESIS 11:32 No-aH

Haran, they settled there. 32The days of Terah
came to 205 yvears; and Terah died in Haran.

32. lerah died The Torah does not always
eell its stories in scrict cime sequence. A calcula-
tion based on the data of 11:26 and 12:4 shows
him to have been 145 vears old when Abraham

32. Terah died in Haran Actually, Terah
did not die for another 60 years. Therefore the
Torah must be describing him here as “spiri-
tually dead,” having given his soul over to idol
worship (Gen. R. 39:7).

As the previous parashah lightened the note

m X MwXN2

DWW wRn Mo v oy

o T2 N NN MY DK

left Haran for Canaan. Thus Terah lived on in
Haran for another 60 vears atter Abraham’s de-
parture.

of disappointmentatits end by introducing the
righteous Noah, this parashah tempers God’s
disappointment by anticipating the emergence
of Abraham. “Whereas Noah remained fixed in
Nature, Abraham sets out into history to pro-
claim God’s dominion” (Buber).



