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July 26, 2009  “Babel Revisited”



Aaron Doll

NRS Genesis 11:1-9

Now the whole earth had one language and the same words.  And as they migrated from the east, they came upon a plain in the land of Shinar and settled there.  And they said to one another, "Come, let us make bricks, and burn them thoroughly." And they had brick for stone, and bitumen for mortar.  Then they said, 

"Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower with its top in the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves; otherwise we shall be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth." 

The LORD came down to see the city and the tower, which mortals had built. And the LORD said, 

"Look, they are one people, and they have all one language; and this is only the beginning of what they will do; nothing that they propose to do will now be impossible for them. Come, let us go down, and confuse their language there, so that they will not understand one another's speech."
So the LORD scattered them abroad from there over the face of all the earth, and they left off building the city. Therefore it was called Babel, because there the LORD confused the language of all the earth; and from there the LORD scattered them abroad over the face of all the earth.

When was the last time you read this story?  Unless you have undertaken a practice to read through the Bible occasionally, its likely that you last heard it told from a collection of Bible stories for children.  The yearly lectionary does not visit many gems like this – and I plan to hit some of them this summer.  

When I posted some of my initial thoughts and research about this story in a note on my Facebook account I described it as a “fable.”  This got a raised eyebrow in the form of a question from one of my more evangelical friends.  In the diverse and often uncivil and uneasy conversation about Biblical Authority that Christianity as a whole is having with itself, there is an anxiety over how literally the Bible is perceived as “true.”

When we think of the Bible as one whole and try and categorize it as such, we miss out on the diversity of the many forms of literature the Bible is collected from.  

Poetry and Historical Narrative are very different in form and style.  They both are capable of conveying Truth however.  And we would not expect them to contain the same KIND of truth.  

Historical texts contain primarily facts and sometimes commentary. Commentary that is as culturally and historically bound as the facts it conveys.  

We can say that poetry often contains a “deeper truth.”  Poetry speaks a truth that we relate to on a visceral level.  It moves our emotions because it taps into archetypes of the human condition.

Facts contain little “t” truths.  Archetypes contain capital “T” Truths.  

So when I say that the Tower of Babel story is a fable, I mean that it is a moral story.  It follows the typical style we see of other ancient Hebrew “fable” literature, not historical literature.  It therefore contains capital “T” truths, not lower “t” truths.  

Lets look at where this story takes place in the flow of Genesis:

Preceding Babel, taking up a couple of chapters, is the narrative of Noah's Ark (another fable) – Noah's sons and their families become all the nations of the earth.

Following Babel is a Genealogical path connecting Noah and Abram and Sarai – the parents of the chosen nation of Israel.

The Tower of Babel story ends in a similar fashion to the Garden of Eden story. It re-emphasizes the further fracturing of oneness that began with Adam and Eve being cast out of paradise, the dispersing out of humanity as a result of sin.  As the people gather they express a fear that they will be “scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth.”  And as it turns out, it is the very thing they do to avoid this fate that ends up dooming them to it.  

Reading the Bible as Story
This story is an imaginative explanation of how diversity of culture and language formed.  It acts as a bridge from the oneness of the Noah family to the cultural pluralness (many-ness) surrounding Abram.  It explains how there came to be many nations from which God chooses to call Israel from. 


Where is the truth of a story like this? 

So if this is not little “t” truth, then what capital “T” Truths are told?
The story knows God as a relational being.  It recognizes the tendency of human kind to leave God out of our relationships. 

We see this in that God is not invited to be part of their unity.  (God has to 'come down' for a look-see)  The people's motive is to seek to make a name for themselves – which has the affect of emphasizing the separation between God's children and God. 


Humankind is prideful – self focused – again, not forgetting to include or even credit God – put into more pantheistic terms: the people don't take into account the Being of the Universe who cradles them in Love. 


The people fear being scattered – but in their desire to control, the end result is alienation from each other. 

There are Jewish story traditions, (midrash) that further explain what was going on at Babel.  It is said that the architects were actively rebelling against God.  In their three-tiered universe, the people were Jealous that God kept the heavenly realm to himself.  The top of the tower was to hold a statue brandishing a sword to the heavens as if to declare war upon God.  

There is another midrash tradition that says the great flood was a result of an imperfection in the boundary of heaven which allowed the waters of the sky to spill out in a deluge.  The Tower was an attempt to “prop up” the heavens, so that they would not spill out a torrent on the earth again.  How terribly audacious!  

There are some other Truths in the narrative however.  Truths that can give us hope!  

The relational God in the story says: “nothing that they propose to do will now be impossible for them!”  God states the potential open to before us – and in truth, not even the sky is a limit for us!  


Perhaps if we get our motives straight –AND if we all work together - we can in-fact accomplish anything!  What God does, both in the Garden of Eden, and here – is protect us from obtaining too great a power when our motives are self destructive.  

So what do these Truths mean for us today?

“nothing that they propose to do will now be impossible for them!”

What might some pie in the sky things be that humankind might achieve?

Cure for cancer?
Universal Heath care?
World Peace?

What about Mars Direct?

Today, there IS a language that is spoken all over the world – and increasingly is it being shared to accomplish amazing feats of engineering, medicine, exploration... The language is Mathematics!

I would say that today there has been (for a while now) a new Tower of Babel in the form of the International Space Station.  

This month was the 40th anniversary of humankind walking on the moon.  To commemorate this, Neal Armstrong and Buz Aldran met with President Obama to advocate for a more ambitious goal:  Mars.  We could say that the plans for the Mar's Direct Program, which would looks to be an international endeavor, is another Tower of Babel.    

What would getting our motives right in these pie in the sky endeavors look like? 

What would it look like to work together?

What would be the result of selfish ambition in any of these things?  How might God save us from ourselves again?  

May we learn from the wisdom of our faith heritage! 


Amen

Appendix:

I think there is a reason a loving God would want us to explore the solar system and beyond.  We recognize that there is an end to our Milky Way galaxy far, far in the future. [There is a big, hungry black whole at its center.] We also recognize there there are potentially more immediate possible ends to our solar system and planet.  [Axial radiation of a nearby supernova event, asteroid collision, runaway greenhouse effect from tectonic slowdown or our foolishness, solar catastrophe] Nothing to get too worked up about – but unless a cosmic event is the vehicle of the second coming, we need to attend to our home as good stewards.  This includes finding other resources to deplete than the ones we live on.  It also includes someday leaving these terrestrial shores with the idea that our race might outlive our current home.  (The ultimate positive thinking, and no strange idea to any Doctor Who fan!)

http://www.knowledgerush.com/kr/encyclopedia/Tower_of_Babel/

