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SHABBAT NOACH
October 24, 2009


The story is told of the great British biologist J.B.S Haldane that, when once asked by a group of theologians what his study of the natural world had revealed to him about the mind of the Deity, he replied, “an inordinate fondness for beetles.”   In fact, Haldane was an atheist, and the story may be apocryphal.  But the kernel of truth in it is that the cosmos is a place of infinite diversity, and that although we can hardly overcome our human-centered conviction that we are the center of it all, the evidence to anyone who goes out into the natural world is that the beauty and variety of just this green earth, not to speak of the immensity and of the grand diversity in the rest of the cosmos, proves that God indeed is in the detail.  And the amazing world of beetles – many thousands of thousands of varieties, each one uniquely decorated and armored – is, I suppose, as good a place as any to see that.  But let me assure you, this is not going to be my notorious sermon describing the miraculous emergence of mosquitoes and dragonflies from their larvae – a sermon which had the entire congregation itching and swatting at imaginary critters.

But I will make a certain point using for a moment the example of insects.  It is the most natural thing in the world for us to suppose that the visible world we see, that we live in and move in, is the world as it really is.  And yet we know that it is merely the world arranged by our particular kind of light sensors, our human eyes, which select among the entire spectrum of light rays only a very limited range, and constructs that range into the forms we perceive.  Far more of the light spectrum is invisible to us than visible.  Yet there are creatures which perceive what we do not, and experience realities which we can never know.

So when Marlene swats obsessively at the annoying fly in the room, she has hardly any chance of reaching it without a fly swatter to enhance the speed of her reactions.  That fly, with its multi-faceted eyes, perceives and moves through a universe that looks nothing at all like ours, and the swats of Marlene’s arm come at it in what is  effectively slow motion.  Her world and that fly’s world are intersections of two utterly different constructions of light, formed by utterly different sensory systems.

And so it is with what we hear, what we smell, and what our dogs and cats hear and smell.  And the differences in our organs create for each species a different world to inhabit.


God loves diversity.  And each living species, the hundreds of thousands of insect species, the hundreds of thousands of mammal species, the hundreds of thousands of every plant and animal species – perhaps millions, not hundreds of thousands – each one constructs from the vast range of vibrations of the cosmos, creates with its own organs of perception, a different and unique universe.  And all of these universes of perception mingle and intersect and conflict to make up this strange world.

Within just our human world, although there are certainly differences in our ranges of sense perceptions, the greatest diversities are those generated by the variety of languages, and from these the varieties of cultures.  Our languages shape the way we think, the way we see, the way we construct our worlds.  That is the inheritance of Babel.  Our tradition has called it our curse.  I call it our blessing.

Once again I want to invite you to read Torah with fresh eyes and clean ears. 

The readings of our tradition tell us that the tower of Babel was a sin against God, the work of Nimrod, the world’s first imperial tyrant, an onslaught of mankind against heaven.  And God’s response was yet another instance of the famous divine anger.  The one language of humankind is fractured into numerous languages, and the people themselves are dispersed throughout the world.


I don’t see that.


The story of the Tower begins with this statement: Vayehi khol ha-aretz safah echat ud’varim achadim.  “All the earth had one language (or, the same language) and the same words.”  But the medieval commentator Ibn Ezra suggests that it means “few words.”  That is, that human beings had a small vocabulary.  In other words, language was meager.

Yes, God notes that “if they are a single people with a single, meager language for everyone, and this is how they begin” - completely of one purpose as demonstrated by the building of this tower.  Then what?  The Hebrew says, then, v’atah lo yibatzer mehem kol asher yazmu l’asot.  The accepted translation is something like, “then nothing that they propose to do will be out of their reach.”  But consider, if they have a meager language of few words, how much can they propose to do?  I want to suggest that the Hebrew be read as a question, not a declaration. “Then, will not all that they could purpose to do be withheld from them?”


This, then, is my heresy for the week.  The city and the tower are not a great sin against God; they are perhaps rather a sin against human potential.  The city and the tower are a kind of huddling together.  If this is how they begin, what will human beings ever become?  It is not that, with one language they will be able to do everything they want, but rather, with one (meager) language, they won’t be able to do everything they could do.

The Torah never has trouble telling us when God is angry or when God is saddened or when God is punishing.  But when, for instance, after humankind has taken its way outside of Eden and beyond the command of God, God says that human beings will not contain His spirit forever and that their days shall be a hundred and twenty years; that is not a curse but a correction, an adjustment of the human creature to a new stage of being, a new depth of complexity in our moral excursion.  “Being-toward-death” is how a philosopher has called our particular human mode of being in the world.  There is tragedy in that, but tragedy is not punishment.  Tragedy is the difficult struggle against limit, against finitude.  Had we obeyed perfectly, we would not have been human beings, but rather angels made of flesh and blood, and never need have contended with finitude, mortality, or moral and aesthetic life.  Nor would have God.  But once having taken on life outside the Garden, we brought God with us into this contention with good and evil, with justice and injustice, with life and death, with yes and no.  That is our Being-toward-death, our finitude.


And I suggest to you that the dispersion of tongues, of languages, was an adjustment, a correction, and actually an enrichment for the human enterprise, not a punishment.  I hear no divine anger in this story, but the judgment of God that the human creature needs to stop huddling together with meager words and meager possibilities, and step boldly into his future over the entire face of the earth.


I think the greatest midrash on this story of the dispersion of peoples is to be found in, of all places, the Koran.  I don’t know much about the Koran, and this is really the only verse I know, but it is wonderful to my mind:  “O mankind, we have made you from man and woman, and separated you into nations and tribes, so that you may know one another.”  The diversity of peoples, of cultures, of languages is precisely the means through which the human spirit unfolds itself, discovers itself, comes to understand itself.  


And I would say, too, the means through which God comes to self-discovery.  For as I have said that human beings are God’s organs of moral perception, or moral existence in the universe, I believe also that God is not indifferent to human art, and that through the words of Shakespeare, of Dante, of Homer, of Goethe, as well of course as through the words of the Torah and the Hebrew prophets, the spirit of God comes to articulation.  God could not be indifferent to the destruction of humankind such that all of that would be lost forever.  Because in that art, in that music, in that beauty, the infinite spirit of God is embodied and unfolded in the finite.

And so, read the words with me this way:  “If human beings remain with meager words, will not all that they are purposed to do be withheld from them?  Let us then go down and create difference among them, a confusion of languages, so that they will not understand one another immediately and without exertion – so that as they disperse in their infinite varieties they will come to know one another, and to know themselves.  And so that” – surely God must have had this in mind, too – “so that I, the Lord God, will see them unfold in all their diversity and all their possibilities, and come to know what I have created.”

I believe that God does indeed have an inordinate fondness for beetles, and that God relishes the countless worlds of perception which overlay and intersect one another as all the creatures of the universe live out their infinite diversity.  But more than all that, I believe, it is the open-ended excursion of human beings in our exploration of the moral and the beautiful that engages God’s passion, because our exploration is God’s exploration, and God’s passion is our passion.

Shabbat Shalom.
