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Like many of you, during the last six months, I’ve taken up a bit of baking. I’ve dabbled with 
bagels and banana bread, but the thing I’ve come back to most consistently is challah for 
Shabbat. I don’t always make one every week, but I certainly try to carve out the time if I’m able. 
This week, I attempted to make a rainbow challah for Shabbat, in honor of the story of Noah and 
the flood in this week’s Torah portion, Noach. At the end of the story of the Flood, the Torah tells 
us that a rainbow in the sky becomes a symbol of God’s covenant with Noah (and humanity), 
promising that there will never again be another flood. My rainbow challah certainly wasn’t on 
the order of a major construction project, but in this week’s Torah portion, we read of two 
significant building projects, one that went according to plan, and another that...did not. 
 
The parashah begins with the first construction project: we read that God calls out to Noah, 
warning him that a flood that will wipe out “all flesh” is coming, and gives Noah detailed 
instructions on how to proceed. We read that God says to Noah:  

“I have decided to put an end to all flesh, for the earth is filled with lawlessness because 
of them: I am about to destroy them with the earth. Make yourself an ark of gopher 
wood; make it an ark with compartments, and cover it inside and out with pitch. This is 
how you shall make it: the length of the ark shall be three hundred cubits, its width fifty 
cubits, and its height thirty cubits. Make an opening for daylight in the ark, and terminate 
it within a cubit of the top. Put the entrance to the ark in its side; make it with bottom, 
second, and third decks. (Gen. 6:13-16) 

 
Indeed, commentators have noted that the only other building project with such detailed Divine 
instructions is the construction of the mishkan, the mobile sanctuary the Israelites build during 
their wandering from Egypt to the Promised Land. Noah complies with these detailed 
instructions - surely under the curious and perhaps contemptuous gaze of his neighbors - and 
when the waters start rising, Noah brings his family and all the animals, in pairs, onto his Ark. 
The Ark floats along the tempestuous and decimating Flood waters for 40 days and 40 nights, 
and eventually, Noah’s Ark lands him and his sacred cargo safely upon dry land. For his 
successful completion of this Divinely-ordained construction project, Noah is seen as a hero, 
and the ark becomes a symbol of “safety and salvation for humanity as the Flood clears the way 
for a better new world.”1 
 
The second, somewhat more elusive and problematic building project of this parashah is the 
construction of the Tower of Babel. It’s an odd story that ends with the scattering of humanity 
across the earth and God instituting many languages, so that humanity would no longer 
understand each other. I say it’s an odd story, because it seems to be an alternative narrative 
explaining this spreading-out of humanity, to what is offered just a few verses before in the 
conclusion to the story of Noah and his descendents, who formed nations that “branched out on 

1 Rabbi Aaron D. Panken (z’l), “L’arche ou le Triomphe?” - 
https://reformjudaism.org/learning/torah-study/torah-commentary/larche-ou-le-triomphe  
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the earth after the Flood” (Gen. 10:32). According to biblical scholar Robert Alter, the story of 
the Tower of Babel seems to be a cautionary tale that transforms the ancient near Eastern 
practice of building massive altars to the gods, like the Mesopotamian ziggurat, a tower-like 
structure built of bricks, into a monotheistic fable.2 The story goes like this: 
 

Everyone on earth had the same language and the same words. And as they migrated 
from the east, they came upon a valley in the land of Shinar and settled there. They said 
to one another, “Come, let us make bricks and burn them hard.”—Brick served them as 
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 for ourselves; else we shall be 
scattered all over the world.” The Eternal came down to look at the city and tower that 
man had built, and...said, “If, as one people with one language for all, this is how they 
have begun to act, then nothing that they may propose to do will be out of their reach. 
Let us, then, go down and confound their speech there, so that they shall not understand 
one another’s speech.” Thus the Eternal 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 Eternal confounded the speech of the whole earth; and from there the Eternal 
scattered them over the face of the whole earth (Gen. 11:1-9). 

 
Rabbi Aaron Panken, of blessed memory, asks an important question “Why is it that the first 
building project meets with adulation and the ultimate saving of collective humanity, while the 
second meets with dispersion and enforced diversity of language to separate human beings 
from one another?” He goes on to argue that Noah’s project is lauded, first and foremost, 
because he follows God’s command, working carefully and with determination to complete his 
project. But Rabbi Panken also points to another, more subtle reason for admiring Noah: he 
also showed tremendous courage. He explains: 

[Noah’s] project was not a group effort and he faced, no doubt, some skepticism from his 
neighbors (try building an ark in your backyard one day, and you’ll see). Further, the 
ones saved by his project where those in his immediate family, and this was a divine 
choice based on his (and presumably, his family’s) righteousness. Finally, his task was 
to save humanity and its animal companions from the constant challenge of flooding 
lowlands. 

 
In sharp contrast to Noah’s courage and devotion to God, is the story of the Tower of Babel: a 
group of power-hungry individuals who wanted to try to exalt themselves and seize the power of 
God. Rabbi Panken explains that “Such focus on status, hierarchy, and control leads only to no 
good. By engaging in such self-aggrandizing activity, rather than promoting the saving of 
humanity, the Tower builders set up its downfall.” Not only were they trying to seize power for 
themselves, Panken’s reading suggests that their actions diminished the power of God in the 
people’s eyes, and that the focus on this unnecessary and unwarranted building project was 
carried out at the expense of caring for the needs of those in their community. Robert Alter 
suggests that another flaw of the builders of Babel was the “over confidence of humanity in the 

2 See Alter’s comment to Gen. 11 in his 2019 translation of the Hebrew Bible. 
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feats of technology”3. One of the core messages of the story of the Tower of Babel seems to 
suggest that as humans, we must recognize our limitations: only God is all-powerful, and as 
human beings, we start running into trouble when we think of ourselves as having limitless 
God-like power.  
 
My challah this week may not be perfect - it turned out...okay; more of a tie-dye challah than six 
solid strands of each color of the rainbow - but it’s still going to taste delicious, and I’m looking 
forward to challah french toast tomorrow morning. I wasn’t going for perfection, after all, just 
something nice (and hopefully tasty) to share with my family. In the end, our Torah portion this 
week presents us with an important human choice we face each day: when we build, are we 
aiming for an ark: a vessel made for saving others, or for a tower: a monument that celebrates 
ourselves?  
 
 

3 Alter comment to Gen. 11:1. 
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