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From time immemorial, 
architects have engaged in a 
“race to reach the sky.” This race 

is expressed by a desire to erect the 
tallest building that can possibly be 
engineered to withstand the forces of 
wind and the movement of the earth. 
The modern skyscraper was born after 
the Great Chicago Fire of 1871, which 
decimated Chicago’s city center. 
Connecting the East and West Coasts, 
Chicago was the country’s economic 
lynchpin at the time, a thoroughfare 
for vast amounts of goods. There was, 

therefore, plenty of financial incentive 
to rebuild quickly. But land was 
expensive, so maximizing density was 
key. At the same time, the invention 
of fireproof steel and improvements 
to elevators, air conditioning and 
electric lighting combined to make the 
modern skyscraper a reality.

One of the first skyscrapers was 
Chicago’s Home Insurance Building, 
built in 1885 and stood a proud 
ten stories (about 132 feet) high. 
Less than a hundred years later, the 
Sears Tower1 in Chicago, erected in 

1973, held the record as the tallest 
skyscraper in the world at 110 stories 
(1,450 feet) high for a quarter of the 
20th century, until it was bested by a 
fast string of towers that were built in 
the 1990s. The current record holder 
is the Burj Khalifa in Dubai at over 
160 stories (2,717 feet) high. And 
now, from Kuala Lumpur to New 
York to Taipei, the race is on to build 
ever taller and higher.2 As innovation 
in architecture provides us with 
unprecedented designs, what Torah 
values can we apply? 
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Skyscrapers and Towers

As it turns out, architects have been 
racing to reach the sky for many 
thousands of years. Let us turn the clock 
back to Genesis 11:1-9, which tells the 
story of the Dor Haflaga as it engages in 
a massive building project: the erection 
of the Migdal Bavel. Their intentions are 
described as follows: “Hava nivneh lanu 
ir u’migdal, v’rosho ba’shamayim,” come 
let us build a city and a tower whose top 
will reach the sky.3 

We should note that this situation 
parallels our 19th-century industrial 
forebears. In this postdiluvian 
generation, their world had recently 
been destroyed. Their building project 
seemed an appropriate and natural 
response to the situation. In fact, it 
seemed even to have fulfilled God’s 
command to Noach and his sons after 
they survived the Mabul: “u’pharu 
v’ravu et ha’aretz” — “multiply and 
fill the earth.”4 This command, in 
turn, is of course reminiscent of 
God’s original declaration of our 
first mandate — “p’ru u’rvu u’milu et 
ha’aretz v’chivshuha” — “be fruitful 
and multiply and fill the earth and 
conquer it.”5 The decimated city 
center of turn-of-the-century Chicago 
was the tabula rasa for builders, 

engineers and real estate developers to 
dream big. The empty world and vast 
open plains of Shinar was the tabula 
rasa for the Dor Haflaga. Additionally, 
both generations used improved 
technology to build their skyscraper 
construction projects; for the Dor 
Haflagah it was kiln-fired brick.6

So why does God disapprove? What, 
precisely, was the sin for which He 
wrecks their building plans, confuses 
their language and disperses them 
as punishment?7 To amplify this 
question, we should note that the 
Dor Haflagah was distinctly united 
in their actions. The text is written in 
the plural and continuously describes 
a communal effort. The Gemara in 
Sanhedrin8 and other commentaries 
explain this as an intentional response 
to the lack of unity or “hamas” 
(interpreted as corruption, robbery 
or violence), which characterized 
the previous generation that was 
destroyed by the Mabul. How could 
human bonding be despicable 
in the eyes of God? Was it not a 
manifestation of social progress?

The Gemara in Sanhedrin goes on 
to analyze the sin and punishment 
of the tower undertaking within the 
framework of three distinct groups 
whose objectives differed. The first 

group intended merely to live in a 
tower as a safety measure — i.e., 
traumatized by the cataclysmic Mabul, 
they meant to escape another one and 
elected to live well above the reach 
of the floodplain.9 The second group 
intended the tower as a direct assault 
on God’s power, using this perch as a 
setting for idol worship. And the third 
group intended the tower to serve as a 
fortress from which to wage war. 

For each of these groups, the Gemara 
assigns a distinct element of the 
punishment measure for measure. 
Those foolish enough to believe that 
they could run from the reaches of 
God are cast down and dispersed. 
Those foolish enough to misuse their 
tongues and words in service of false 
gods are forcibly mixed up in their 
language skills. And those whose 
desire was for violent dominance over 
other human beings, especially when 
the world at this tender new beginning 
begs for social unity, are punished by 
being removed from the human family 
— i.e., they were sentenced to become 
apes and various non-human spirits.10 

However, what really sets off the 
commentaries as the crux of this 
generation’s sin is evident in the 
following statement: “v’naaseh lanu 
shem,” and we will make for ourselves 

Architecture is always a product of 
teamwork, and as an ideal is a social 
act: buildings should be for the shelter, 
welfare and entertainment of people. 
But it is no secret that great works of 
architecture also broadcast design and 
engineering prowess for its own sake 
and for the sake of its designers. The 
architect’s struggle between hubris and 
humility as it turns out, is Biblical. 
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a name.11 The entire undertaking 
of erecting the Migdal Bavel goes 
awry because in fact, the intention 
of its builders was not for the sake of 
fulfilling a heavenly command, but for 
the sake of self-aggrandizement. 

As an architect, I find this humorous, 
predictive of what is yet to come — 
or what obviously has always been 
the core of the building project — a 
desire for fame and glory. Architecture 
is always a product of teamwork, and 
as an ideal is a social act:12 first and 
foremost, buildings should be for the 
shelter, welfare and entertainment of 
people. But it is no secret that great 
works of architecture also broadcast 
design and engineering prowess for 
its own sake and for the sake of its 
designers. The architect’s struggle 
between hubris and humility as it 
turns out, is Biblical. 

In Sefer Dvarim, when discussing the 
bounty of a farmer’s crop, the Torah 
anticipates outright this dangerous 
human tendency to be arrogant about 
our own accomplishments and to 
forget our role only as God’s partner 
in creation. The Torah cautions us 
against the mentality of “kochi v’otzem 
yadi asa li et ha’chayil hazeh”13 — “my 
own might and strength has yielded 
this abundance.” The elaborate laws 
and seemingly drastic measure 
of shmittah compels the greatest 
believers into a cessation from 
productivity. This, the Torah tells us, 
is the healthiest course of action for 
a person who perceives himself as a 
servant of God — not his coequal 
who can outsmart Him as the Dor 
Haflagah attempted. 

While the Torah text is silent on the 
fate of the tower structure itself, the 
Gemara in Sanhedrin paints a vivid 
picture of its end: The top tier where 
the flood-fearing set took shelter was 

burned.14 The lower half where the 
warriors set up their fortress sunk into 
the ground; and the middle tier which 
hosted the idol worshippers remained 
standing for all to behold as a mere 
shadow of its original grandeur. 

We are left with a truncated tower 
that is a remnant of an aborted plan 
of arrogant and foolhardy men. The 
message of this morality tale is clear: 
No, you cannot reach God nor could 
you have ever done so. Indeed, the 
entire tone of the episode is rather 
satirical.15 One textual manifestation 
of sarcasm is that when God emerges 
to see the tower, the verse reads: 
“Va’yered Hashem lirot et ha’ir v’et 
ha’migdal,” God comes down to see the 
city and the tower.16 Note that even 
before it is destroyed into its one-third 
reality as the Gemara leaves it, God 
must descend to see it — so puny must 
it have stood to begin with!

 Towers and Tents

The Migdal Bavel saga comes at a 
particularly important juncture in 
Jewish history, when, as midrashic 
sources inform us, Avraham Avinu 
was alive. As Avraham passed by 
their construction site, the Dor 
Haflagah tried to recruit him to 
participate in their building project. 
He chastised them by saying: “you 
chose to substitute a tower made of 
bricks instead of Hashem who is the 
real tower.”17 But the people only 
mocked him in response.18 These 
sources elucidate what the sin of this 
generation actually was: they already 
knew of Avraham’s monotheistic 
teaching, but rebelled against it via the 
tower. Other midrashim identify this 
tower as the brainchild of Nimrod, 
Avraham and monotheism’s arch 
enemy. The Netziv even states that 
the fire referred to in the text as their 

means of burning bricks was the very 
fire that Nimrod thrust Avraham 
into.19

But perhaps this turns out to be the 
very reason why the Torah chooses to 
include this rather odd and tangential 
episode describing the Migdal Bavel 
at all. It formulates the background 
for the exceptional story of the Jews, 
whose singular identity is about to 
be born under the aegis of Avraham, 
who, alone among his peers, paved 
the path for proper Jewish worship as 
monotheistic.20 It launches our unique 
history: there will be no geographic 
center or physical monuments that 
establish our nascent nation. We will 
neither dig deep nor build high like 
other nations do, but instead our 
story will begin — and continue for 
hundreds of years to come — as a 
journey of self-discovery, spreading 
God’s light before we reach our 
promised land and can build anything 
physically imposing and permanent.21

If a mighty tower that reaches the sky 
is the architectural symbol of Nimrod, 
then a lowly tent that can be easily 
erected and dismantled for the sake of 
this journey is the symbol of Avraham 
in these times, and of the wandering 
Jews in times to come.22 The Gemara, 
leaving the Migdal Bavel in ruins while 
Judaism is alive and well, emphatically 
communicates this idea: God rejects 
massive building projects — be they 
towers, temples or fortresses — as 
expressions of nationhood. Great 
monuments do not beget great 
nations.23 

Ziggurats and Mountains

Architectural history has more to 
teach us about the Migdal Bavel. 
Some historians identify it as a 
possible description of the famous 
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Ziggurat of Marduk.24 A ziggurat 
is a stepped pyramid form that 
gradually rises in height. If, in fact, 
they are one and the same, it should 
be noted that this “tower” was only 
300 feet high. Nevertheless, for the 
ancient world this was an imposing 
structure that loomed large physically 
and embedded itself in the psyche 
of all who beheld it. According 
to architectural history, ziggurat 
pyramids were erected as places 
of worship, designed to echo the 
shapes of mountains that merged the 
landscape and the sky. In this way, 
men could ascend to the heavens via a 
man-made structure.25 

If the Migdal Bavel is indeed a man-
made mountain, then it stands in 
stark contrast to the mountain that 
represents Judaism at this time of year. 
On Shavuot we celebrate the giving 
of the Torah on Har Sinai. But as we 
well know, not only is the text silent 
on its precise location, but the most 
famous midrash regarding it states 
outright that Har Sinai was neither the 
tallest nor the mightiest mountain, but 
was instead the most modest.26 The 
deemphasis of the mountain prevents 
our coming to worship it instead of 
remembering what occurred there. 

Just as the Jewish nation is born 
homeless and wandering without 
physical manifestations as symbols of 
our nationhood, we will not use Har 
Sinai as a signifier of our dominion 
either. It will not function as our 
Everest or Kilimanjaro or Mont 
Blanc. It will live on in our collective 
memory only as the site that launched 
our unique service of God. Har Sinai 
will remain only a metaphor for 
Judaism — we value not physical 
might and greatness, but modesty, 
holiness and service. 

Conclusion

The message of the Migdal Bavel saga 
is that humankind may have been 
commanded to rule the earth and may 
have been endowed by God with the 
gift of ingenuity — engineering and 
building some of the most dazzling 
expressions of human progress 
throughout every generation in world 
history — but only as expressions 
of the divine. Our mandate is not to 
create godless structures by which 
we can “make for ourselves a name.” 
Our mandate is to build only those 
structures that will serve the greater 
good as manifestations of our roles as 
servants of God. In this way, we can 
truly reach the sky.
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