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THE FIRST PEOPLE'S SIN 
IN THE DESCRIPTION OF GEN 11, 1—8

Com m ents on the G enesis do no t assign any  m ajor theological 
im portance to the  descrip tion  of the  dispersion of the  peoples over 
the w hole world. U sually the  descrip tion is regarded  as a folk, ae- 
tiological story  explaining the  v a rie ty  of hum an languages. W e are  
m ore in te rested  in the deeper sense of the story : after the Flood 
m ankind m anifests grow ing pride. Therefore contentions and mi­
sunderstandings grow, too. In such a w ay God foils a rrogan t e n te r­
p rises or, m ore exactly, such en terp rises foil them selves, accor­
ding to G od's law.

O ther com m entators stress the h isto ric ity  of the story. The 
descrip tion  of the building of the city  (vv2—4) is taken  from  the 
M esopotam ian realities. The tow er is often identified w ith  Eteme- 
nanki, the  tow er-tem ple in Babylon.

I. Difficulties of interpreting Gen 11, 1—9
1. a) In the  last verse  we come across the  nam e Babel1. A ccor­

ding to th is verse  the tex t explains the source of the nam e. The p ro ­
posed etym ology is connected w ith  the contents of v v l—8. But this 
etym ology is inco rrec t2. The association w ith  Hebr. balal (confoun­
ded) could only come into ex istence in a H ebrew  m ilieu. O n the 
con tra ry  the  rea lities of the  story  prove tha t it w as w ritten  in M e­
sopotam ia. If so, th is association could be m ade during the long for­
m ation of the biblical trad ition  as a gloss to the o lder tex t Gen 11, 
1— 8 .

A redacto r did not understand  the  old story  and w anted to add 
an explanation . Vvl-8 show  no traces  of adap tation  to v9. This fact 
suggests th a t the  tex t Gen 11, 1—8 w as placed in the  form  as it is 
know n at p resen t in J  or even  in the  G enesis and v9 w as added la ­
ter. The best explanation seem s to be as follows: the au thor of the 
gloss spoke H ebrew , he knew  the  troublesom e v a rie ty  of langua­
ges in Babylon and he disliked the  city  for its pride.· Such circum ­
stances point to  the  period  of the  Exile in Babylon w hen the ziggu- 
ra t w as being rebu ilt th e re 3.

1 The use of "Babel" in this place derives from Vg. LXX: Synchysis.
2 S. Ł a c h ,  Ksiga Rodzaju, Poznań 1962, 315.
3 С. J a k u b i e c ,  Pradzieje biblijne  — teologia Genesis 1— U,  Poznań 

1968, 108.



b) Some o ther argum ents prove the inau then tic ity  of v9. T hey 
point to the contradictions betw een  v9 and the contents of v v l—8. 
A ccording to v8 the building of the city  w as stopped and the in­
hab itan ts scattered . M eanw hile Babylon existed and was pow erful. 
The sen tence „Yahwen d ispersed them  from  there  over the w hole 
e a rth "4 v8) is repeated  in v9 as if som ebody wished to stress he 
w as talk ing  about the  city  from  w l —8. That would have  been  
obvious for the au thor of the whole, but it was not obvious for the 
au thor of the gloss. An in ten tional parallelism  cannot be considered 
because there  are  no such recu rrences in v v l—8. F urtherm ore v9 
con trasts w ith the sym m etry  betw een  the descrip tion of the  sin in 
v v l—4 and the description of the punishm ent in vv5—8, w hich mak& 
an independent aetiology.

A ccording to the  text, Babel had to  be first city  in the  w orld. If 
it w as not, the  punishm ent of the dispersion w ould be unnecessary . 
But according to  Gen 4, 17, Enoch w as the first city  and according 
to Gen 10, 10, Babel existed am ong o ther cities.

The sto ry  belongs to J  tradition . U niversalism  is an a ttribu te  of 
J. The tex t in w l —8 has un iversal features. If so, v9 expresses 
particu laristic  opinion of a late  H ebrew  author.

The verse  9 m ust bo isolated from  the whole story, w hich has 
been included in the inspired  tex ts m uch earlier and w hich cont­
ains its own theological conceptions. V v l—8 a re  an independen t 
p a rt of the  Prim eval H istory. Their conten ts and their place in the  
w hole com position of the G enesis can be valuable sources for the 
theology.

2. The presence of M esopotam ian realities as well as the p resen ­
ce of th e  problem  of sin are  beyond any doubt. But w hat w as the  
essence of the sin described in v v l—8? W hen did it take  place?

a) The building of the city  does not seem  the sufficient reason  
for God's punishm ent. A. P a r r o t  draw s particu lar a tten tion  to 
this fact5. N ow adays giant building are erected, but even  the m ost 
severe  m oralists do not forbid the  builders to be proud of their 
work. The Genesis approves of hum an efforts, ordering  to subdue 
the  earth . As for the ziggurats, they  w ere erected  from  the  deepest 
relig ious m otives (as gothic cathedrals). There w as no reason  for 
the punishm ent.

The city  is m entioned first and the tow er belongs to its descrip ­
tion. T here are only a few  w ords concerning it (v4, v6): ,,a tow er 
w ith  its to p  in the sky" (the subsequent w ords concern  the  w hole 
en terprise). So the m ention about the tow er sim ply describes the 
city  as a large one, possessing a big ziggurat. M oreover, the  b ibli­

4 Quotations from Gen are taken from: Genesis, Iransl. E. A. S p e i s e r, 
The Anchor Bible, N ew  York 1964.

5 A. P a r r o t ,  La tour de Babel, Paris 1954.



cal city  rem ained unbuilt, w hile M esopotam ia w as full of cities 
w ith  Babylon at the top. G od's punishm ent seem s com pletely inef­
fective6.

The m otives of the builders m entioned in the tex t seem  strange, 
too. The new com ers to M esopotam ia could have built the c ity  to 
defend them selves or to ru le  over the conquered te rrito ry . The tex t 
tells  about som ething different, about m aking a nam e and avoiding 
the dispersion.

b) C om m entators m aintain tha t „the whole w orld" (v l) m eans 
only „M esopotam ia w ith its surroundings". „The sam e language” 
could be a rem em brance about the  un ity  of Sem ites7. But the v a rie ­
ty  of languages is m uch older, of course. The Semitic au thor could 
be aw are  of it. The Sem ites coming to M esopotam ia (v2) m et o ther 
people there, having the ir own languages. The v a rie ty  of languages 
in M esopotam ia w ith  surroundings had lasted  for a v e ry  long time. 
The period  of the unity  of languages m ust have seem ed v e ry  an­
cien t for the  M esopotam ian author.

As for "the whole w orld" we can adm it tha t the "geographical 
horizon" of the au thor w as ra th e r narrow . But he su rely  heard  
about the  lands around M esopotam ia. He included them  into "the 
w hole w orld” . The then  people im agined the ea rth  as a g iant 
discus. The expression " the  w hole w orld" could be understood as 
"the w hole (inhabited) surface of the  flat earth".. If so, the au thor 
consciously tells about all the people, not about any single group. 
It con trasts w ith  the M esopotam ian realities used in his descrip ­
tion.

c) The v a rie ty  of nations in M esopotam ia w as obviously con­
nected  w ith  a ga thering  of nations, no t w ith  their „dispersion over 
the w hole earth". V7 suggests the  people w ere concen trated  and 
the  e a rth  w as p repared  for colonization. Such a situation  could 
take  p lace shortly  after the  crea tion  of people or after the Flood. 
N evertheless the  story  is placed at the end  of the biblical p re ­
h istory .

3. The localization of the  sto ry  in this v e ry  place of the G ene­
sis seem s accidental. It could be p laced m uch earlier. M ankind 
before the  Flood w as a lready  num erous, developed and quarelled, 
too. Then the lingual m isunderstandins should appear. Suppose 
a redac to r believed N oah w as the  sole father of m ankind, w ithout 
any m etaphors. Then the  descrip tion should be p laced before the 
Tables of N ations w hich told about num erous cities (Babylon in­
cluding) and about some details of the d ispersion over the world.

6 C. D e s t e r m a n n ,  Genesis, I: Teilstand Genesis 1— 11, Neukirchen  
1974, 727.

7 S. Ł a c h ,  op. cit., 309f.



The Tables of N ations sim ply describe the w orld from  the  biblical 
time (term inus ad quem  of dispersion).

Gen 11, 1—8 cannot be a com m entary  to the Tables of N a­
tions. The dispersion in Gen 11 is p resen ted  as a sudden and com­
pulsory  punishm ent. The d ispersion in  the Tables of N ations is 
natural, gradual, long-lasting and positive  (or a t least neutral) from  
the m oral view point. These tw o opinions are  contrad ictory .

II. The attem pt of solution

All these difficulties lead m any au thors to the conclusion th a t 
the tex t does not tell about any  definite city  or historical fact. The 
building of the city  is the  p ic tu re  of a sin — and not its h istorical 
description. But w hat was the  essence of the sin? W ith  the  refe­
rence to the preceding rem arks I shall try  to prove th a t all th e  
difficulties could be rem oved or explained by  the theo ry  assum ­
ing th a t the subject of the  sto ry  is a prim eval people 's sin, p re ­
sum ably identical w ith  the  sin described in Gen 3.

1. a) The beginning of the  sto ry  w ith  the w ords "the  w hole 
w orld had the sam e language and the sam e w ords" su re ly  d irected  
the read er 's  (or ra the r hearer's) a tten tion  to the ex trem ely  an ­
cient tim es, p rior to any  recorded  h istory . "The w hole w orld" 
m eans „a! the peop le” . Suppose "all the peop le” m eans „in­
hab itan ts and neighbours of M esopotam ia". This te rito ry  was 
a m osaic of nations during  the  biblical period. Such a situation 
seem ed to be everlasting  for the  th en  people.

Some exegetes find a m etaphor there, transla ting  ùapah  no t 
as " the  sam e language" bu t ra th e r as "the same idea, aim ". Such 
an understand ing  is doubtful in the  face of the explanation  "the 
sam e w ords" (debarim ahadim)8. Besides, the period of un ity  and 
unanim ity  in M esopotam ia w as equally  unim aginable as the period 
of the sam e language.

Concluding: the au thor consciously puts the sto ry  in p reh i­
story. He has explained it in  the first sentence.

c) N. S. К r a m e r has stressed  the sim ilarity  be tw een  Gen 
11, 1—8 and the  Sum erian tex t about Enm erkar and the ru le r of 
A ra tta9. A t the beginning of th is tex t we find a descrip tion of the 
golden age. The people of th is age speak one language! As a resu lt 
of a quarre l betw een gods Enki and Enlil the  confounding of speech 
takes p lace and o ther d isasters, too.

The biblical au thor could use th is them e, replacing the  quarre l 
be tw een  gods w ith  the conflict be tw een  people and Yahweh. It

8 S. L a c h ,  Powstanie ję z y k ó w  w  świe t le  Pisma św. (Rdz 11, 1—9), Zeszy­
ty  N aukowe KUL 4/1961/ nr 3, 9f

* N. S. K r a m e r ,  The Babel of Tongues. A  Sumerian Version, Journal of 
the American Oriental Society 88/1968/108— 111.



would m ean th a t Gen 11, 1—8 describes the beginning of m ankind 
and the  loss of the  Paradise. The genetical connection betw een  
both  tex ts  cannot be proved. N evertheless we gain a valuable 
argum ent tha t the  golden age w as associated w ith the un ity  of 
language.

c) In v2 w e read  "as the m en m igrated  from  the east". Hebr. 
m iqqedem  occurs also in Gen 2,8: "a garden  in Eden, in the east". 
This sim ilarity  seem s to have small m eaning, because in Gen 11,2 
"m en m igrated  from  the east"  and Gen 2,8 describes their dw ell­
ing place. N evertheless m iqqedem  can be transla ted  ,,at the beg inn­
ing"10. Both tex ts  could tell about the  beginnings of m ankind.

d) A t this point, an objection could be raised. The com position 
of the G enesis argues for the la te r dispersion. The sto ry  is obvio­
usly  p laced m any years  after the  Flood, a v e ry  long tim e from  the 
first people. N evertheless it has proved  to be independent of the 
w hole conten ts of the  Genesis. The genealogies, bringing the 
whole h isto ry  together, om it those n ine verses. The tex t is not 
linked w ith  persons, cities or actions m entioned before. It con­
tains no name. The preceding  chap ters connect every  action w ith  
the  nam ed person  or a t least w ith  the nam ed group (Gen 6, 1— 4). 
H ence we should first analyse the  in ternal contents of the sto ry  
and only then  explain its function in the com position of the  G e­
nesis.

2. The sto ry  links the tim e of hum an un ity  w ith  the existing 
d ispersion of nations. The change w as caused by an act described 
as a building of a city. This building is a p icture of a sin. W hat 
kind of sin w as com itted by  the people?

a) Let us analyse the  conten ts of vv2—-4. Their au thor lived in 
M esopotam ia. The land w as full of cities w ith  tem ples on ziggurats. 
The ag ricu ltu ra l te rrito rie s  w ere dependen t on the cities. W hen 
a sole king ruled  over the w hole land, the cities nevertheless re ­
tained  some autonom y. In such a land a building of a city  by 
a group of people m ust have been  understood as an a ttem pt of 
gaining autonom y and independence. The people of „the w hole 
w orld" had no rival in it — except Yahweh. The building of the 
c ity  by  all m ankind is a p icture  of an act of i n d e p e n d e n c e  
o f  G o d ,  an act  of a u t o n o m  y 11.

b) "To m ake a nam e for ourselves". H ebr. sem  can be tra n s la t­
ed as "Tenown", "fam e", "sign", "m onum ent", because the  w ord 
in question  possesses a w ide m eaning. In all those cases p r i d e  
is the  source of such desires. For Sem ites, "nam e" w as a synonym

16 Translations omit this possibility, but it can be found in the dictionaries 
e.g.: K o e h l e r - B a u m g a r t e n ,  Lexicon in Veteris  Testamenti libros. Lei­
den 1953, 823.

11 "Auto-nomy” derives from Greek "own-law" — it suggests the indepen­
dence of state, according to our text.



of "person". It expressed the essen tia l n a tu re  of its b ea re r d e te r­
m ined his a ttrib u tes12. If so, a m aking af a nam e for oneself is an 
act of self-determ ination. Such an act also im plies full autonom y 
and independence of God — because only God m ay determ ine 
hum an nature, person, name.

c) "N othing th a t they  m ay presum e to do will be out of their 
reach". A ccording to the  author, the  people w anted to  get the 
pow er independent of the pow er of God.

d) "A tow er w ith its top in the  sky". The ziggurats w ere de­
scribed in cuineform  tex ts as "ties" betw een the ea rth  and the sky. 
Their nam es (Etemenanki, D uranki etc.) hin ted  at th a t13. M oreover 
the  firm am ent seem ed to be low for the th en  people. A ccordingly 
th e  m ention about the top in th e  sky w as quite  n a tu ra l for a M e­
sopotam ian. H ebrew  redacto rs did no t consider tha t fact. Their 
in te rp re ta tion  could be only a m onotheistic one. If som ebody be­
lieves Y ahw eh is the only m aster of the sky, he will consequently  
regard  the  whole en terp rise  as a g rea t sin. The sky blongs only 
to  God, to Yahweh. An enorm ous building w as in tended as a w ay 
to  b e c o m e  g o d s .  The sinful pride is a m ain m otive of the 
work.

W e have found in the sto ry  the descrip tion  of hum an pride, 
disobedience, desire  of self-determ ination and usurpation  of God's 
rights. W e can find the sam e sins in the descrip tion of the first 
peop le 's  sin in Gen 3. In bo th  instances there  is only one sin, w hich 
gives a sufficient reason for th e  punishm ent depriv ing people of 
a  possib ility  to do, w hatever they  w ant.

All the  people com m itted the sin and all the people w ere  respon­
sib le for it, because they  have com m only sinned (comp. Rom 5, 12). 
The un ity  of sin expressed in common decision and common w ork 
is stressed  stronger in Gen 11 than  in Gen 3. But also the  sin d e ­
scribed in Gen 3 w as a  social one, as com m itted by tw o persons.

3. W hat is the  ro le of Gen 11, 1—8 in the com position of the 
G enesis? If we w ant to explain that, we m ust change the  popular 
d iv ision of th is book into "the first 11 chapters" and "the sto ry  of 
the  P atriarchs". The genealogy  from  Shem to A braham  (Gen 11, 
10—26) does not belong to Prim eval H istory. It is used for a so­
lem n in troduction  of A braham 14. The first p a rt of the genealogy  
of A braham  (Gen 5) has two functions. It links A braham  w ith 
Adam  through  N oah (solemn introduction). It is also used to  place 
p a rticu la r events taken  from  J  in a h istorical setting. In such a w ay 
the  h isto ry  of A braham  has been m ixed w ith the Prim eval H istory.

12 X. L é o n - D u f o u r ,  Słownik teologii biblijnej, Poznań 1973, 322f.
1S W . R ö 11 i g, Der Turm zu Babel, in: Der babylonische Turm, München 

1975,43; C. W e s t e r m a n n ,  op. cit., 728.
14 C. J a k u b i e c ,  op. cit., 110.



The trad itional division of the G enesis a ttem pts to  be an  h isto ­
rical one. The b irth  of A braham  is a tu rn ing  point. Still the  th e ­
o logical-literary  division is correct. Gen 11, 10—26 belongs en tire ly  
to the sto ry  of Abraham . Gen 5 belongs to  both  parts. As for P ri­
m eval H isto ry  we can find in it: a) opening account of creation  
from P (Gen 1, 1—2, 4a); b) first people, their sin and the collec­
tion of inform ation about m ankind after the sin from  J  (Gen 2— 10);
c) the  sto ry  of the  building of the city  w hich resu lted  in the d isper­
sion of nations (Gen 11, 1—8).

4. The above division suggests th a t "The Building of the C ity" 
concludes a large w ork describ ing  the  creation  of people, their sin 
and its effects. The brief tex t Gen 11, 1—8 is used as a sum m ary
— it contains the descrip tions both  of the sin and its far-reaching 
effects. It can be com pared w ith  the  technics of inclusion15.

W e can find in chapters 4— 10 an account of the grow ing con­
tentions, m isunderstandings and the d ispersion of A dam 's descen­
dants, from  his sons on. If the  e f f e c t s  o f  t h e  a c t  described 
as the  building of the city  can be found am ong the effects of the 
first people 's sin, t h i s  a c t  can be identical w ith the sin from 
chapter 3.

5. N ow  w e can com pare the descrip tions of the sin from  Gen 
3 and Gen 11 :
— in bo th  instances the even ts occured at the beginnings of m ank­

ind,
— in bo th  instances the people com itted sim ilar sins,
— the  effects of both  acts are partia lly  identical,
— the  com position of the G enesis suggests tha t Gen 11,1—8 is

the conclusion of chap ters 3— 10.
The H ebr. tex t of Gen 11, 1—8 came into being as a story  

about the  first people 's sin, explain ing some of its effects (internal 
evidences). Y ahw ist and the redacto r of the G enesis understood 
the sto ry  in the  sam e w ay  (composition).

III. Gen 11, 1—8 and the teaching about the Original Sin

1. W e put as fiïs t the descrip tion  of Gen 3, because the T rad i­
tion, teach ing  about the first sin in history, has been  in terested  
only in th is tex t. M oreover this descrip tion  is m ore ex tensive than  
Gen 11, 1—8, w hich can be discussed ra the r as a supplem ent. Both 
descrip tions p resen t the  sam e essence of the  sin, bu t they  bring 
into relief the d ifferent problem s connected w ith  it.

Gen 3 uses m any sym bols: the  garden, the  tree  of know ledge, 
the  tre e  of life, their fruits, the  serpent. T hey are  used in the

15 D. J. C l i n e s ,  Theme in G e n e s is '1— 11, "Catholic Biblical Quaterlv" 
38/1976/495.
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descrip tion  on the sin to express the  in ternal phenom ena — the 
tem pta tion  and accepting it. T here  are  -no such sym bols in Gen 11, 
1—8. This tex t uses the rea lities  taken  from  the milieu. A  group of 
people builds a city. The reader know s the place of action and the 
m ethods of building. The in ten tions of the builders a re  understand ­
able to  him. The descrip tion concerns the ex terio r aspects of the 
resistance to God. The au thor analyses no psychical experiences 
and he does no t know  the  Tem pter, being in terested  only in the 
final resu lt of these processes — pride and desire of full autonom y.

2. The desire of autonom y and of independence seem s to be 
th e  m ain m otive of the sin in Gen 11, 1—8. This fact is w orth 
com m enting gon.

The desire of independence is a good desire w hen w e think 
about the  independence of violence, experienced  in m utual re la­
tions betw een  people. The im age of Y ahw eh in the G enesis is 
anthropom orphic, which can be a source of m istakes. W e m ust 
rem em ber the  image of God given by  the  whole Bible. The in­
dependence of a jealous dem iurg is good, bu t the independence of 
the  best Father is absurd, w rong and evil. Such independence is 
no t liberation, bu t its opposition — slavery  of sin.

The independence or autonom y need  not be synonym ous to  the 
resis tance  or to the w ar against God. "M aking a nam e" and the 
idea of building the city  do not im ply it. Gen 11 describes activ ity  
w hich ignores God. The people m isuse freedom . They aim at the 
full autonom y and they  gain it, bu t the gained autonom y tu rns 
against them selves. The b reach  w ith  God entails the  breach  
betw een  the people-. Every  nation, eve ry  m an w ants to be in­
dependen t and opposes som ebody else 's activ ities. It y ields the 
d iscord and the  dispersion. It should be noted tha t everybody  who 
gets into a relationship  w ith  ano ther person, thus m akes himself 
dependen t on it thereby . Love is the best exam ple of that. The 
desire  of independence proves con trad ic to ry  to the relationships 
betw een  the people. The punishm ent of dispersion is the logical 
resu lt of the sin  of ignoring God.

In such a w ay  the overgrow th  of hum an autenom y brings about 
the  lack of love of God and neigbour. N evertheless love is the  su­
prem e value  and the  desire  of autonom y should be subjected  to 
it. If absolute freedom  w ere  the g rea test value, w e w ould have 
ascerta ined  tha t L'enier, c 'est les autres  because "o thers" destroy  
or lim it egocentric  "freedom ". The freedom  should aim  at love in 
the m ost n a tu ra l w ay  — freedom  should choose love like the eye 
chooses beauty , w ithout any  com pulsion. M eanw hile freedom  of 
sinners aims a t selfconfirm ation and becom es autonom y. Such 
freedom  seem s to  be independent value, w orth  p ro tec ting  from 
others and from  God as well.



3. A ccording to the Sem itic th inking  putting  the  first cause in 
p lace of secondary ones, God is the  d irec t au thor of the pun ish­
m ent depriv ing  the people of the fru its  of sin. The reasons of G od's 
dissatisfaction a re  p resen ted  anthropom orphically  (a fear of the 
pow er of m ankind). The punishm ents are  im m ediate and their 
succession is illogical — the confounding of speech p recedes the 
d ispersion. Such sim plifications suggest the au thor w ants to teach  
abou t the  close connection betw een  the sin and its effects.

4. The elem ent of desire  of autonom y in the essence of the 
O riginal Sin can be used to  explain  its hered ity , to  jo in  th e  "hi- 
storicaT ' first people 's sin w ith  the O riginal Sin. W e know  nam ely 
the  O riginal Sin has w ounded hum an na tu re  but w e cannot explain 
exactly  how  that occurs.

O ne act of independence of God com itted by the  first people 
("the em igration from  the Paradise on the e a rth ”) en tails the same 
situation  of their descendants in a quite  na tu ra l way. They inherit 
th e  outside conditions arisen  from  the  sin as well as its essence 
— the excessive desire of self-determ ination. This in ju ry  of hum an 
n a tu re  m anifests in egocentrism , w hich d isregards o ther persons 
and seeks independence from  every th ing , w hen it fulfils its own 
will. Baptism does not rem ove th is state, although ensures G od's 
forgiveness.

W e can find the desire  of independence of everybody  both  in 
the  f i r s t  p e o p d e ' s  s i n  ("the building of the city") and in 
the  h e r e d i t a r y  s i n f u l  s t a t e  o f  m a n k i n d ,  w hich 
w e feel in ourselves ("the d ispersion"). Gen 11, 1—8 links these 
two aspects of the O riginal Sin.

5. The descrip tion of the  building of the  city  p resen ts the 
people w anting to gain a tem poral and m aterial success. It is link­
ed w ith  the essence of the  O riginal Sin, too. If the people d isre ­
gard God, they  will look for the p rosperity  on the earth . This aim 
cannot be reached  because the peop le  fight w ith each  o ther after 
their b reach  w ith  God.

6. If the sin of th e  people building th e  city  is identical w ith 
the  first paren ts ' sin, the  ancien t idea tha t the  dispersion of n a ­
tions is a "typological con trary"  to  the  un ity  in C hrist seem s w orth  
considering. The O riginal Sin has destroyed  the un ity  of m ankind 
w ith  God and w ith  itself. The disagreem ent of nations and the 
differences betw een  their languages are  effects of the  lack of unity . 
Christ, new  Adam  and H ead of redeem ed m ankind, resto res the 
un ity  and rem oves hate  and quarrels. The descending of the Holy 
Spirit and gift of languages res to re  the un ity  of speech16.

16 J. D a n i é l o u ,  La division des langues. Essai sur le mystère  de i'hi- 
stoirhe, Paris 1953, 49—50.



7. Gen 3 inform s about one couple at the beginning of sinful 
m ankind w hereas Gen 11 suggests a large num ber of the  first 
people. T hat leads to the problem  of m onogenism.

The encyclical ''H um ani G eneris" prefers the m onogenism  re ­
jecting  the  polygenism . The thesis about the  m onogenism  is linked 
w ith the  lack of argum ents for polygenism  in Revelation. Polyge­
nism  is declared  as not harm onized w ith  the  teaching about the O ri­
g inal Sin — but after all m onogenism  is no t proclaim ed as 
a dogm a17.

The tex t Gen 11, 1—8 in te rp re ted  as the descrip tion of the first 
people 's sin could be a lacking testim ony for polygenism , but 
this possib ility  m ust be considered v e ry  carefully. Let us notice 
tha t the m ain argum ent against m onogenism  refers to  the  figu­
rative  sty le  of Gen 2—3. The genre  of this descrip tion does not 
allow  to confirm  w hether Adam  and Eve are  rea l paren ts  of hum an 
race or w hether they  are  a m etaphor of a group of first people. The 
sam e argum ent can be advanced  against finding polygenism  in Gen 
11, 1—8. The building of the  c ity  is only a picture. The sty le  of 
this tex t proves figurative, too. The au thor does not w an t to w rite  
h istory  bu t to understand  the  problem  of s in .'T h e  th inks in the 
categories of his epoch, so he uses them  in the text.

These argum ents lead to  the thesis tha t both tex ts have figu­
ra tive  character. Inspired au tho rs knew  nothing about the num ber 
of people a t the  beginning and th ey  w ere not in terested  in it. They 
w anted to  explain  th a t the  people unanim ously com itted one sin, 
w hat the ir fau lt was like, w hat w ere  the effects of the  sin. The 
Holy Scrip ture inform s about the r e l a t i o n  b e t w e e n  G o d  
a n d  m a n  and not about any  scientfic facts. The theological 
know ledge about the beginning of m ankind m ust contain  data 
about its rela tion  to God bu t it need  not contain the inform ation, 
how  m any people w ere gifted w ith  the  im m ortal sp irituality . Even 
if it contained such inform ation, it w ould not be com parable w ith 
the  scientific data, w hich concern  the physical side of m an and not 
his ab ility  to contact w ith  God. The know ledge about the  num ber 
of the first people cannot explain  the problem  of their sin, of their 
b reach  w ith  God.

17 "As for the so-called polygenism , the sons of Church are by no means 
entitled to the liberty [of discussion] of this sort (...) it is not apparent at all, in 
what w ay such a sentence could be harmonized with that, which sources of the 
revealed truth and the M agisterium of the Church teach about the Original 
Sin", DS 3897, transi, of mine. Comp. T. B. Ł u к a s z u k, Związek dogmatu grze­
chu pierworodnego z  monogenizmem,  W arszawa 1976, 8— 17.


