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My goal this morning is decidedly unambitious. I just want to understand one line from the 

parsha. Even more specifically, I just want to understand one phrase. 

It’s the introduction to the story of the tower of Babel (11:1) 

 

ָהָאֶרץ, ָׂשָפה ֶאָחת, ּוְדָבִרים, ֲאָחִדים-ַויְִהי ָכל  

Translators have struggled with these last two words for generation: 

• JPS: Everyone on earth had the same language and the same words.  

• Artscroll: The whole earth was of one language and of common purpose. 

• Hirsch: And the whole earth was of one language and uniform words.  

• Ariel: And the whole earth was of one language and one speech.  

 

The problem of course is that the word אחדים is a kind of internal paradox. If you take the word 

that means one or singular and make it plural, it doesn’t mean one anymore. It’s a lexical 

conundrum. So it’s no wonder that everyone has so much trouble translating it and understanding 

what it means.  

 

What I’d like to suggest is that the key to understanding this expression is to see what the word 

means in other contexts. 

 

The word only appears two other times in the Torah – both in Bereishit. In the next instance 

(27:44), Rivkah was telling Yaakov to flee for his life: 

 

ָּתׁשּוב, ֲחַמת ָאִחי#-ַעד ֲאֶׁשר--ִעּמֹו, יִָמים ֲאָחִדיםָלָבן ָאִחי, ָחָרנָה.  מד ְויַָׁשְבָּת -ְל# ֶאל-ְוַעָּתה ְבנִי, ְׁשַמע ְּבקִֹלי; ְוקּום ְּבַרח  

43 Now therefore, my son, hearken to my voice; and arise, flee thou to Laban my brother to 

Haran; 44 and tarry with him a few days, until thy brother's fury turn away; 

 

In the final instance (29:20), the Torah is telling us about the time Yaakov spent in Lavan’s 

house: 

 כ ַוּיֲַעבֹד יֲַעקֹב ְּבָרֵחל, ֶׁשַבע ָׁשנִים; ַוּיְִהיּו ְבֵעינָיו ְּכיִָמים ֲאָחִדים, ְּבַאֲהָבתֹו אָֹתּה

20 And Jacob served seven years for Rachel; and they seemed unto him but a few days, for the 

love he had to her. 

 

In each case, the word אחדים doesn’t just mean a few. The word has a very specific connotation. 

It looks on the surface like something small – like something singular – when it fact in reality it’s 

many.  

 

• Rivkah tells Yaakov: Go spend a few days with Lavan. Yaakov lives in his uncle’s house 

for 20 years. 

• And what felt like only a few days in his toil for Rachel was actually seven years.  
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• And so it is in the narrative of Migdal Bavel. What appears to be a single thing or a single 

purpose, it’s not singular at all – but plural.  

 

Why do the people build the tower? What’s their objective? 

 ד ַוּיֹאְמרּו ָהָבה נְִבנֶה- ָּלנּו ִעיר, ּוִמגְָּדל ְורֹאׁשֹו ַבָּׁשַמיִם, ְונֲַעֶׂשה- ָּלנּו, ֵׁשם:  ֶּפן- נָפּוץ, ַעל-ְּפנֵי ָכל-ָהָאֶרץ

 

It seems like they have a unified purpose. They’re all saying the same thing.  

 

But on closer inspection, they’re purpose is not singular at all. Are they building a city or a 

tower? To build a city is to expand horizontally; to build a tower is to expand vertically. Which 

is it? Of course the answer is that it’s both. Some are interested in the former; some the latter.  

 

And what about their mission? Are they trying to make a name for themselves or keep people 

from scattering? They’re not just different objectives, they’re opposites. The person interested in 

his reputation is planning to spread his wings. Even among people far away, he is known by his 

name – his reputation precedes him. He’s ready to branch out. The person worried about people 

scattering, conversely, doesn’t need a reputation. If everyone remains together within the 

confines of the town, everyone is already to known. Building a great name is meaningless.  

 

It was as the Torah says the time of דברים אחדים: A story that appears on its face to be one, but is 

in fact many.  

 

It strikes me that we face a not dissimilar challenge in our generation. When it comes to Israel 

and the Palestinians, without regard to context, with no sense of history, so many public voices 

attempt to tell what they consider a single story. It’s a narrative built on a foundation of moral 

equivalencies and constructed out of myth and misinformation.  

 

But of course we know that there are in fact two stories – and they are not the same.  

 

I don’t want to get into politics; and I don’t want to oversimplify a complicated situation.  

I’ll simply share one personal reflection.  

 

Just two days ago, Palestinian terrorists desecrated Kever Yosef. This was the headline on CNN: 

“Joseph's Tomb site catches fire in wave of Palestinian-Israeli violence.” 

 

One story: The Israelis and Palestinians are at it again and there was some incidental damage in 

the course of the violence. No agency. No accountability. No sense of wrongdoing.  

 

But in fact, there are two stories.  

 

I share with you the words of Israel’s Declaration of Independence, May 14, 1948:  

 

THE STATE OF ISRAEL will be open for Jewish immigration and for the Ingathering of the 

Exiles; it will foster the development of the country for the benefit of all its inhabitants; it will be 

based on freedom, justice and peace as envisaged by the prophets of Israel; it will ensure 

complete equality of social and political rights to all its inhabitants irrespective of religion, race 
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or sex; it will guarantee freedom of religion, conscience, language, education and culture; it will 

safeguard the Holy Places of all religions. 

 

How extraordinary that any Muslim or Christian can walk through the streets of Jerusalem and 

pray at in a mosque or a church protected by the State of Israel. Enshrined in our very declaration 

of independence was the sacred commitment to safeguard those places held to be holy by 

religions different from our own.  

 

We’re not perfect. Israel doesn’t get it right all the time. But as a nation and as a people we strive 

for virtue even in the face of villainy.   

 

The punishment of those who conspired to build the tower of Babel was dispersion.  ויפץ ה' אתם
  .משם

 

So perhaps it’s no coincidence that dispersion is the curse we wish upon our enemies.  

 קומה ה' ויפוצו אויבך

 

When they begin to coalesce around a common mythos, we ask Hashem to scatter them hither 

and yon.  

 

In thinking about the difference between their story and ours, the chasms are so vast that it’s hard 

to know where to begin. But it’s not hard to know where to end. For it’s the final chapter of the 

Jewish story that has sustained us for millennia. It’s a chapter about a return to the land and an 

ingathering of exiles; it’s a chapter about hope and redemption. It’s a chapter about the blessing 

of peace. Though much of it has yet to be written, in these difficult times, it’s a chapter of 

required reading.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


