
 1 

Fallen Angels: Remythologizing and Recovery 
 

Nov 2018 

 

 
   

   The Fall of the Rebel Angels. Pieter Bruegel the Elder (c. 1525 – 1569) 

 

 

"And he dreamed and behold! A ladder set up on the ground and its top 

reached to heaven; and behold, angels of God were ascending and 

descending upon it."                   (Gen. 28:12) 

 

Rashi: ascending and descending: Ascending first and afterwards descending. The angels who 

escorted him in the [Holy] Land do not go outside the Land, and they ascended to heaven, and the 

angels of outside the Holy Land descended to escort him. 

 

Ramban: In a prophetic dream, G-d showed Jacob that whatever is down on earth is affected by 

means of the angels, and that everything is done by decree given to them by the Supreme One. 

"For He will give His angels charge over you, to keep thee in all your ways". (Psalms 91:11). 

This vision was like that given to Avram at the time of the covenant "between the parts" for He 

showed Jacob the dominion of the 4 Kingdoms of Greece, Persia, Babylon, and Edom. 

https://www.chabad.org/8223#v12
https://www.chabad.org/16312#v11
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Angels come from heaven. So, wouldn't it be more correct to say that the angels first descended 

and then ascended the ladder, instead of the other way around? 

The commentaries explain: these were in fact two different groups of angels. While in the Holy 

Land, Jacob had angels that accompanied him. But Holy-Land angels have an aversion to non-

holy places. Now that Jacob was leaving the Holy Land, a different group of angels was going to 

take over. What Jacob saw in his dream was this "changing of the guard." The Holy-Land angels 

ascended the ladder to the heavens, and the non-Holy-Land angels descended to take over. 

There is, however another explanation as to why the angels first ascended. 

They had been here all along! 

The Nephilim (“fallen ones, giants”) were the offspring of sexual relationships between the sons 

of God and daughters of men in Genesis 6:1–4. There is much debate as to the identity of the “sons 

of God.” It is our opinion that the “sons of God” were fallen angels (demons) who mated with 

human females or possessed human males who then mated with human females. These unions 

resulted in offspring, the Nephilim, who were “heroes of old, men of renown” (Genesis 6:4). 

 

It is also most important to note that they are mentioned almost simultaneous to God’s statement 

that He would destroy the earth by flood, and it seems from this association that their effect upon 

mankind was one of the primary justifications that brought the destruction. According to Hebraic 

and other legends (the Book of Enoch and other non-biblical writings), they were a race of giants 

and super-heroes who did acts of great evil. Their great size and power likely came from the 

mixture of demonic “DNA” with human genetics. 

 

This question is often raised initially as an objection to the idea that Nephilim giants ever even 

existed. the Hebrew words for the “sons of God” is B’nai Ha Elohim, which would mean these are 

Heavenly beings, giving credence to them being offspring of fallen angels (the term Elohim is 

literally the plural of ‘god’). And then we see the children of these sons of God and daughters of 

men were “mighty men” and of “renown.” They were also “giants.” Something in their genetics 

made them super-sized people. And it was their fallen angelic parentage.1 

                                                      
1 The Nephilim are described in great detail in the Book of Jubilees and Book of Enoch. Both of these books have been traditionally rejected as 
apocryphal by the European Church. However, they were both considered canonical by the Ethiopic Church from the time of Christ until today, 
and the Book of Enoch was quoted in the Biblical Epistle of Jude. 
 
Jubilees has the following to say about the sons of God and the Nephilim: 
“And in the second week of the tenth jubilee [449-55 A.M.] Mahalalel took unto him to wife Dinah, the daughter of Barakiel the daughter of his 
father’s brother, and she bare him a son in the third week in the sixth year, [461 A.M.] and he called his name Jared, for in his days the angels of 
the Lord descended on the earth, those who are named the Watchers, that they should instruct the children of men, and that they should do 
judgment and uprightness on the earth.” – Jubilees 4:15 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Gen%206.1%E2%80%934
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Gen%206.4
http://creationwiki.org/Flood_of_Noah
http://creationwiki.org/Book_of_Jubilees
http://creationwiki.org/Book_of_Enoch
http://creationwiki.org/index.php?title=Epistle_of_Jude&action=edit&redlink=1
http://www.pseudepigrapha.com/jubilees/4.htm
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 The ancient exegetical tradition, as preserved in Enoch and Jubilees, surmises that the flood was, 

directly or indirectly, 

• The consequence of this sexual breach of boundaries between the angelic and human realm; 

and/or 

• The result of a new race of beings (the Nephilim) born of the angels and women; and/or 

• Derived from the acquisition of illicit knowledge from the angels. 

 

The biblical text refers to “b’nei Elohim” requiring inner biblical references to identify who this 

refers to: 

 

Back to the primary text: 

 

 

 

                                                      
“And it came to pass when the children of men began to multiply on the face of the earth and daughters were born unto them, that the angels 
of God saw them on a certain year of this jubilee, that they were beautiful to look upon; and they took themselves wives of all whom they 
chose, and they bare unto them sons and they were giants. And lawlessness increased on the earth and all flesh corrupted its way, alike men 
and cattle and beasts and birds and everything that walks on the earth -all of them corrupted their ways and their orders, and they began to 
devour each other, and lawlessness increased on the earth and every imagination of the thoughts of all men (was) thus evil continually. And 
God looked upon the earth, and behold it was corrupt, and all flesh had corrupted its orders, and all that were upon the earth had wrought all 
manner of evil before His eyes. And He said that He would destroy man and all flesh upon the face of the earth which He had created. But Noah 
found grace before the eyes of the Lord. And against the angels whom He had sent upon the earth, He was exceedingly wroth, and He gave 
commandment to root them out of all their dominion, and He bade us to bind them in the depths of the earth, and behold they are bound in 
the midst of them and are (kept) separate. And against their sons went forth a command from before His face that they should be smitten with 
the sword and be removed from under heaven. And He said ‘My spirit shall not always abide on man; for they also are flesh and their days shall 
be one hundred and twenty years’. And He sent His sword into their midst that each should slay his neighbor, and they began to slay each other 
till they all fell by the sword and were destroyed from the earth.” – Jubilees 5:1-8 
 
The Book of Enoch has the following to say about them: 
“It happened after the sons of men had multiplied in those days, that daughters were born to them, elegant and beautiful. And when the angels, 
the sons of heaven, beheld them, they became enamored of them, saying to each other, Come, let us select for ourselves wives from the progeny 
of men, and let us beget children. Then their leader Samyaza said to them; I fear that you may perhaps be indisposed to the performance of this 
enterprise; And that I alone shall suffer for so grievous a crime. 
But they answered him and said; We all swear;  
And bind us by mutual execrations, that we will not change our intention, but execute our projected undertaking. Then they swore all together, 
and all bound themselves by mutual execrations. Their whole number was two hundred, who descended upon Ardis, which is the top of mount 
Armon. 
That mountain therefore was called Armon, because they had sworn upon it, and bound themselves by mutual execrations.  [Mt. Armon, or Mt. 
Hermon, derives its name from the Hebrew word herem, a curse.] 
These are the names of their chiefs: Samyaza, who was their leader, Urakabarameel, Akibeel, Tamiel, Ramuel, Danel, Azkeel, Saraknyal, Asael, 
Armers, Batraal, Anane, Zavebe, Samsaveel, Ertael, Turel, Yomyael, Arazyal. These were the prefects of the two hundred angels, and the 
remainder were all with them. 
Then they took wives, each choosing for himself; whom they began to approach, and with whom they cohabited; teaching them sorcery, 
incantations, and the dividing of roots and trees. 
And the women conceiving brought forth giants, 
Whose stature was each three hundred cubits. These devoured all which the labor of men produced; until it became impossible to feed them; 
When they turned themselves against men, in order to devour them; And began to injure birds, beasts, reptiles, and fishes, to eat their flesh one 
after another, and to drink their blood. Their flesh one after another. [Or, “one another’s flesh.” R.H. Charles notes that this phrase may refer to 
the destruction of one class of giants by another.] 
Then the earth reproved the unrighteous. 
Moreover, Azazyel taught men to make swords, knives, shields, breastplates, the fabrication of mirrors, and the workmanship of bracelets and 
ornaments, the use of paint, the beautifying of the eyebrows, the use of stones of every valuable and select kind, and all sorts of dyes, so that 
the world became altered. 
Impiety increased; fornication multiplied; and they transgressed and corrupted all their ways.  
Amazarak taught all the sorcerers, and dividers of roots: Armers taught the solution of sorcery; Barkayal taught the observers of the stars, 
Akibeel taught signs; Tamiel taught astronomy; And Asaradel taught the motion of the moon,  
And men, being destroyed, cried out; and their voice reached to heaven.” – Enoch 6-7. 
 

http://www.pseudepigrapha.com/jubilees/5.htm
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Gen 6: The Primary Biblical Prooftext 

  ְפֵני ַעל ָלֹרב םָהָאדָ  ֵהֵחל ִכי ַוְיִהי א

 ְבֵני ַוִיְראּוב ָלֶהם: יְֻלדּו ּוָבנֹות ָהֲאָדָמה

 ֵהָנה ֹטֹבת ִכי ָהָאָדם ְבנֹות ֶאת ָהֱאֹלִהים

 ֲאֶשר ִמֹכל ָנִשים ָלֶהם ַוִיְקחּו

 רּוִחי ָידֹון לֹא הוה-י ַויֹאֶמר ג ָבָחרּו:

 ְוָהיּו ָבָשר הּוא ְבַשַגם ְלֹעָלם ָבָאָדם

 ַהְנִפִלים ד ָשָנה: ְוֶעְשִרים ֵמָאה ָיָמיו

 ֵכן ֲחֵריאַ  ְוַגם ָהֵהם ַבָיִמים ָבָאֶרץ ָהיּו

 ְבנֹות ֶאל ָהֱאֹלִהים ְבֵני ָיֹבאּו ֲאֶשר

 ֲאֶשר ַהִגֹבִרים ֵהָמה ָלֶהם ְוָיְלדּו ָהָאָדם

 ַהֵשם: ַאְנֵשי ֵמעֹוָלם

1 When men began to increase on earth and daughters were 

born to them, 2 the divine beings saw how beautiful the 

daughters of men were and took wives from among those that 

pleased them. — 3 Yhwh said, “My breath shall not abide in 

man forever, since he too is flesh; let the days allowed him be 

one hundred and twenty years.” 4 It was then, and later too, 

that the Nephilim appeared on earth — when the divine beings 

cohabited with the daughters of men, who bore them 

offspring.  They were the heroes of old, the men of renown. 

(NJPS) 

 

 

Among the Greeks and the peoples of the Ancient Near East, many mythic tales of the sexual 

relations between the gods and mortal women were told, in which the product of these unions were 

regarded as demi-gods, heroes of a Golden Age.  In Greek myth, for example, Perseus and Heracles 

were both born of the union between Zeus and mortal women – Danae and Alcmene 

respectively.  Similarly, the great Sumerian King turned hero, Gilgamesh, was said to be the son 

of King Lugalbanda, who was himself part human and part god, and the goddess Ninsun.  

 

Semele… having mingled in love with Zeus, bore him a shining son, Dionysos…she, a mortal, 

producing a god; now both are immortals. 

 

                                 Frazer, The Poems of Hesiod, 87. 

 

 

 

If the biblical text speaks of the b’nei Elohim…in Gen 6, Cassuto maintains this hints at an ancient 

mythological notion of fallen angels which the bible strives to demythologize from its ancient 

pagan roots.  

 

Umberto Cassuto (1883-1951) assumes this connection and argues that this passage serves as an 

etiological account, a ‘just-so-story’, for the existence of these giants/Nephilim and “the heroes of 

old, the men of renown.”[4] Born as a consequence of the cohabitation between divine beings and 

the daughters of men, their name, Nephilim, derives from the verb nafal [נ.פ.ל., meaning “to fall, 

descend”], and testifies to the demotion of their ancestors the angels.2 

 

From the medievalist commentators down to modern day biblical scholars the Bible differs from 

other ancient near eastern texts in its drive to demythologize pagan deities and interactions between 

man and the divine. 

                                                      
2 Umberto Cassuto, Commentary on Genesis—Part One, From Adam to Noah (Jerusalem:  Magnes Press), 300. 
 



 5 

 

 

 

 

The divine is transcendent and not moved by man. For Benjamin Sommer: 

 

The core of biblical monotheism, as the German-Jewish philosopher Hermann Cohen and the 

great Israeli biblical scholar Yehezkel Kaufmann showed, is something else: that God is unique. 

Even as scripture demands that human beings attempt to imitate God, it also stresses they need to 

realize they will never fully succeed in doing so. It is for this reason that the Book of Genesis 

includes this brief and surprising tale.3 

 

The commentators do not agree with this position. 

The medieval commentators (cited above Rashi and Ramban) support the rational non-mythical 

reading and add to the Talmudic master Resh Lakish in cursing anyone who suggests that this term 

b’nei Elohim to be taken literally. 

 

Modern scholars have discussed the re-emergence of the mythical underpinnings of the text in 

midrash specifically Pirqe de-Rabbi Eliezer which interprets the text (following Enoch and the 

Book of Jubilees) of b’nei Elohim as fallen angels. 

 

Rachel Adelman has articulated these ideas suggesting the resurgence of the myth in later midrash 

in which mythic narratives, found in the 8th century midrashic text Pirqe de-Rabbi Eliezer, that 

were excluded, or ‘repressed’, from the rabbinic canon, while preserved in the Pseudepigrapha of 

the Second Temple period.4 

 

So too the Rabbis of the Talmud and Genesis Rabba have balked at the idea of any kind of pagan-

mythic origin to the Nephilim. 

 

 

 דייניה, בני להון קרי יוחי בן שמעון ’ר

 דקרי מן לכל מקלל יוחי בן שמעון ’ר

 אלהיא. בני להון

R. Shimon ben Yochai called them the ‘sons of nobles’ 

and declared: cursed be anyone who calls them angels 

(Gen. Rab. 26:6).  

 

The midrash goes on to depict the cohabitation of these men with the “daughters of Adam” in 

terms of the practice of “the right of the first night” (otherwise known as “droit du seigneur” or 

“ius primae noctis”) – 

 

Adelman continues: 

 

 

Perhaps cognizant of the sources from the Second Temple Period …the Rabbis seem invested 

in suppressing the myth of the fallen angels – either because of the association of these texts with 

                                                      
3 Monotheism and Polytheism in Ancient Israel) In The Bodies of God and the World of Ancient Israel (Cambridge, 2009) 
 
4 https://thetorah.com/reintroducing-the-myth-of-the-fallen-angels/ 

https://thetorah.com/reintroducing-the-myth-of-the-fallen-angels/


 6 

sectarianism, or because of the problematic theology latent in the myth: that godly beings could 

assume mortal proportions. 

 

 

A few Midrashim however revive the literal meaning of b’nei Elohim, by suggesting the angels 

who ascended Jacob’s ladder were none other than those Nephilim, the fallen angels who made a 

wager with the divine that they would withstand the temptations of man and immediately upon 

landing on earth fell prey to human lust. 

 

PRE (Pirqe De-Rabbi Eliezer), following the earlier sources from the Second Temple period, 

resurrects the latent myth in the biblical text, drawing a causal link between the cohabitation of 

divine beings with mortal women and the Flood.  

 

PRE 22 identifies four stages of transgression, culminating in the Deluge5 

                                                      
5  

 ויולד שנה ושלשים מאה אדם ויחי“ כתיב, 1
 למד  את מיכאן ה:ג(, ’)בר ”כצלמו בדמותו

 מעשיו ולא מדמותו, ולא מזרעו קין היה שלא
 שהיה שת שנולד עד אחיו, הבל למעשה דומים
 אחיו, הבל למעשה דומין ומעשיו ודמותו, מזרעו

 שם(. )שם ”כצלמו בדמותו ויולד“ ’שנ

1 It is written, “When Adam had lived a hundred and thirty years, he begot a son in 
his likeness after his image (and he named him Seth)” (Gen. 5:3).  From here you 
learn that Cain was not of Adam’s seed, nor in his image, and his deeds were not like 
the deeds of Abel his brother, until Seth was born, who was of his seed and image, 
and whose deeds were similar to the deeds of Abel his brother “he begot a son 
in his likeness after his image” (ibid.).[19] 

 (כל ונתיחסו עלו משת אומר: ישמעאל ’ר  2
 עלו ומקין הצדיקים, דורות וכל ) הבריות
 הפושעים הרשעים דורות כל ונתיחסו

 אנו אין ואמרו: במקום, שמרדו [20]והמורדים
 ’שנ דרכיך, את לדעת ולא גשמיך לטיפת צריכין

 כא:יד(. )איוב ”ממנו סור לאל ויאמרו“

2 Rabbi Ishmael said: From Seth all the generations of the righteous 
descended.  From Cain all the generations of the wicked descended, the criminals 
and the rebels, who rebelled against the Omnipresent [ha-maqom] saying: We do not 
need the drops of Your rain, nor to walk in Your ways, as it is said, “They say to God, 
Leave us alone. (We do not want to learn Your ways)” (Job 21:14). 

 הולכין היו ערוה בשר גלויי אומר: מאיר ’ר  3
 מטמאין ]היו[ והנשים האנשים קין, של דורות

 אחיו ובאשת ובבתו, באמו איש זנות, בכל
 הרע וביצר וברחובות בגלוי ] רעהו [ובאשת

י ’ה ַוַיְרא“ ’שנ לבם, (ו)במחשבות ]של[ ה כִּ  ַרבָּ
ַעת ם רָּ דָּ אָּ ֶרץ הָּ אָּ ל בָּ בֹו ַמְחְשֹבת ֵיֶצר ְוכָּ  ַרע ַרק לִּ

ל  ז:ה(. ’)בר ”ַהיֹום כָּ

3  Rabbi Meir said: The descendants of Cain went about naked, the men and the 
women like beasts, and they defiled themselves with all kinds of sexual 
licentiousness: a man with his mother, or his daughter, or his brother’s wife, in 
public and in the streets, following the evil inclination of their hearts’ intentions, as 
it says, “The Lord saw how great was man’s wickedness on Earth, (and how every 
plan devised by his mind was nothing but evil all the time)” (Gen. 6:5). 

 ממקום שנפלו המלאכים ראו אומר: ’ר  4
 מהלכות קין בנות את השמים מן קדושתן

 כזונות, עיניהן ומכחלות ערוה בשר גלויות
ְראּו“ ’שנ נשים, מהן ולקחו חריהםותעוא  ְבֵני ַויִּ

ים ֱאֹלהִּ ם ְבנֹות ֶאת הָּ דָּ אָּ י ’וגו  הָּ  ֵהנָּה ֹטֹבת ]כִּ
ְקחּו ֶהם ַויִּ ים לָּ ֹכל נָּשִּ רּו[ ֲאֶשר מִּ חָּ  ו:ב(. ’)בר ” בָּ

4  Rabbi said: The angels who fell from their holy place in heaven saw the daughters 
of Cain (bnot Qayin) walking about naked, with their eyes made-up like whores, and 
they went astray after them, and took wives from among them, as it says, “the divine 
beings saw how beautiful the daughters of men were (and took wives from among 
those that pleased them)” (ibid. 2). 

 אש המלאכים אומר: קרחה בן יהושע ’ר  5
 ’)תה ”לוהט אש משרתיו“ ’שנ לוהטים,
 ואינה ודם בבשר כבעילה בא והאש   קד:ד(.
 מן שנפלו בשעה אלא  הגוף? את שורפת
 אדם, כבני וקומתן כחן קדושתן, ממקום השמים
 וגוש רמה בשרי לבש“ ’שנ עפר, גוש ולבושן

 ה(.ז: )איוב ”עפר

5 Rabbi Yehoshua ben Korchah said: The angels are fiery flames, as it is said, “fiery 
flames are His servants” (Ps 104: 4).  Is it not possible that fire, when joined in 
sexual relations with flesh and blood, would burn the body?  Rather, when they fell 
from heaven, from their holy place, their strength and stature (became) like that of 
humans, and they acquired the clothing of clods of earth, as it says, “My flesh is 
covered with maggots and clods of earth” (Job 7:5). 

 המהלכין[ הענקים נולדו מהם אומר: צדוק ’ר 6
 גזל בכל ידם ומשלחים קומה, ]בגובה דונותבז

 נוצרו שמיהם ]מניין  דמים. ובשפיכות וחמס
 ”וגו' הנפילים את ראינו ושם“ דכתיב הענקים?[

 ”בארץ היו הנפילים“ ואומר יג:לג(, )במדבר
 היו[. הנפילים מן ענק [בני  ו:ד(. ’)ברא

  

6 Rabbi Zadok said: From them the giants (ha-‘Anaqim) were born, who walked 
about haughtily (21[,)בגובה קומה] and engaged in all (kinds of) robbery and violence, 
and bloodshed. {And how do we know that the giants (ha-‘Anaqim) were born of 
them}?[22] As it says, “We saw the Nephilim there — (the Anakites are part of the 
Nephilim — and we looked like grasshoppers to ourselves, and so we must have 
looked to them)”(Num. 13: 33); and it says, “It was then, that the Nephilim appeared 
on earth…” (Gen. 6:4). 
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1. Nudity/Lewdness – Humans parade about naked [גלוי בשר ערוה] and/or engage in 

forbidden sexual relations [גלוי עריות] (paragraph 3); 

 

2. Human-Divine Miscegenation – The fallen angels allured by the women (descendants of 

Cain), cohabit with them (paragraph 4); 

 

3. Behavior of the Giants – The giants [ha-‘Anaqim or Nephilim], born of those unions, 

perpetrate robbery, violence, and murder [והיו משלחים ידם בגזל ובחמס ובשפיכות דמים]. 

 

4. Defiance of God – Both the humans and giants demonstrating a defiant attitude towards 

God – the descendants of Cain rebel, claiming “not to need a drop of rain” and refusing “to 

walk in the ways of God” (paragraph 2), while the giants (on account of their stature) 

assume they are immune to the rising flood waters. 

 

 

Below is a midrash Reuveni of uncertain date and provance that connects the angels of Jacob’s 

ladder with those stuck down on earth having corrupted it by teaching man the art of warfare and 

metals, and women cosmetics and jewelry. 

 

                                                      

 בני ישראל קרחה: בן יהושע ’ר אמר  7
 )דברים ”אלהיכם ’לה אתם בנים“ ’שנ האלהים,

-ברן“ ’שנ האלהים, בני נקראו והמלאכים יד:א(,
 )איוב ”אלהים בני כל ויריעו בקר ככובי יחד

 בני נקראו קדושתן במקום שהיו עד ואלו לח:ז(,
 בני יבואו אשר כן-אחרי וגם“ ’שנ אלהים,
 ו:ד(. ’)בר ”אלהים

7 Rabbi Yehoshua said: |The Israelites are called “sons of God,” as it says, “You are 
children of the Lord your God” (Deut.14:1). The angels are called “sons of God,” as it 
is said, “When the morning stars sang together, and all the divine beings [Bnei 
Elohim, lit. sons of God] shouted for joy” ( Job 38:7); while they were still in their 
holy place in heaven, these were called “sons of God,” as it is said, “It was then, and 
later too, [that the Nephilim appeared on earth]—when the divine beings [Bnei 
Elohim, lit. sons of God] cohabited with the daughters of men, [who bore them 
offspring.  They were the heroes of old, the men of renown]” (Gen. vi. 4). 

 ופרין בניהם את מולידין היו אומר: לוי ’ר  א8
 לידה בכל ששה גדול, שרץ כמין ורבין

 רגליהן על עמדים היו שעה באותה   ולידה.
 ’שנ לפניהם, ומרקדים הקדש בלשון ומדברים

 כא:יא(. )איוב ”עויליהם כצאן ישלחו“

8a Rabbi Levi said: They bore their sons and increased and multiplied like a great 
reptile, six children at each birth. They (their progeny) immediately stood on their 
feet, and spoke the holy tongue, and skipped about before them, as it says, “They let 
their infants run loose like sheep, and their children skip about” (Job 21:11). 

 וממעשיכם מדרכיכם שובו נח: להם אמר  ב8
 ויכרית המבול מי את עליכם יבא שלא הרעים

 אדם. בני זרע כל

8b Noah said to them: Turn from your evil ways and deeds, so that He (God) might 
not bring upon you the Flood waters and destroy all the seed of mankind. 

 מפריה עצמנו מונעים אנו הרי לו: אמרו  ג8
 היו מה  אדם. בני זרע להוציא שלא ורביה

 משחיתים היו נשותיהן אצל באין כשהן עושין?
 זרע להוציא שלא כדי הארץ, על זרעם מקור

 והנה הארץ את אלהים וירא“ ’שנ אדם, בני
  ו:יב(. ’)בר ”וגו' נשחתה

8c They said to him: Behold, we will prevent ourselves from multiplying and 
increasing, so as not to produce the seed of mankind.   What did they do? When they 
came to their wives they spilled (mashḥitim) the source of their seed upon the earth 
so as not to produce the seed of mankind, as it is said, “When God saw how corrupt 
(nishḥata) the earth was…” (Gen.6: 12). 

 אנו הרי עלינו, יבא המבול מי אם :אמרו  ד8
 ואם צוארנו, על מגיעים המים ואין קומה גבוהי

 רגלינו פרסות הרי עלינו, מעלה תהומות מי
 התהומות. את לסתום

8d They said: If He brings the Flood waters upon us (from the sky), behold, we are 
tall, and the waters will not reach up to our necks; and if He brings the waters of the 
depths against us, behold, the soles of our feet can stop up all the depths. 

 רגליהם כפות פושטין  עושין? היו מה  ה8
 התהומות. כל את וסתמו

8e What did they do? They put forth the soles of their feet, and closed up all the 
depths. 

 והיו תהומות, מי הרתיח ה?”הקב עשה מה  ו8
 מעליהם, עורן את ופושטין בשרם את ושולקין

 ”ממקומם נדעכו בחומו נצמתו יזורבו בעת“ ’שנ
 ”.בחמימו“ אלא ”בחומו“ תקרי אל ו:יז(, )איוב

8f What did the Holy One, blessed be He, do? He caused the waters of the deep to 
boil, and they scalded their flesh, and stripped their skin from off them, as it says, 
“But when they melt, they disappear; in the heat [be-ḥumo], they vanish from their 
place” (Job 6:17). Do not read “in the heat” [be-ḥumo], but (read) “in his hot waters” 
(be-ḥamimo). 
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The theological justification for the flood and the world destruction seems to lie in the corruption 

of mankind by semi-gods thus not fully man’s culpability. 
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For Adelman the midrash functions as a narrative expansion on Gen. 6:1-4, yet the order of 

events has been changed in the re-telling.  First there is the corruption of men’s ways through all 

kinds of sexual licentiousness, and only then are the (already fallen) angels entrapped (in 

Milton’s language6) by a “beavie (=bevy) of fair women”, lewdly prancing about naked with 

their eyes painted.  

 

I see the midrash as a theological response to the prolonged exile and the punishment not fitting 

the crime. The involvement of the fallen angels somehow detracts from sole culpability devolving 

upon the nation of Israel. 

 

So, if the rabbinic response to catastrophe and prolonged suffering is to re-engage those ancient 

suppressed myths can we too make use of these in our struggle to develop a post Holocaust 

theology that might face the same “punishment not fitting the crime” motif of theodicy? 

 

In rereading Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy, he adjures us to: 

 

  "Dare now to be tragic men, for ye shall be redeemed!"7 

 

Nietzsche describes the state of Greek art before the influence of Dionysus as being naive and 

concerned only with appearances. In this art conception, the observer was never truly united with 

art, as he remained always in quiet contemplation with it, never immersing himself. The 

appearances of Apollo were designed to shield man from the innate suffering of the world, and 

thus provide some relief and comfort. 

Then came Dionysus, whose ecstatic revels first shocked the Apollonian man of Greek culture. In 

the end, however, it was only through one's immersion in the Dionysian essence of Primordial 

Unity that redemption from the suffering of the world could be achieved. In Dionysus, man found 

that his existence was not limited to his individual experiences alone, and thus a way was found to 

escape the fate of all men, which is death. As the Dionysian essence is eternal, one who connects 

                                                      

6 ….when from the Tents behold 
A Beavie of fair Women, richly gay 

In Gems and wanton dress; to the Harp they sung 
Soft amorous Ditties, and in dance came on: 

The Men though grave, ey’d them, and let thir eyes 
Rove without rein, till in the amorous Net 

Fast caught, they lik’d, and each his liking chose; 

(John Milton, Paradise Lost, XI. 585-87) 

 
7 Chapter 20 
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with this essence finds a new source of life and hope. Nietzsche thus shows Dionysus to be an 

uplifting alternative to the salvation offered by Christianity, which demands that man renounce 

life on earth altogether and focus only on heaven. For, in order to achieve salvation through 

Dionysus, one must immerse oneself in life now. 

However, while man can only find salvation in Dionysus, he requires Apollo to reveal the essence 

of Dionysus through his appearances. The chorus and actors of tragedy were representations, 

through which the essence of Dionysus was given voice to speak. Through them, man was able to 

experience the joys of redemption from worldly suffering. These Apollonian appearances also 

stood as a bulwark against the chaos of Dionysus, so that the viewer would be completely lost in 

Dionysian ecstasy. Nietzsche emphasizes that in real tragic art, the elements of Dionysus and 

Apollo were inextricably entwined. As words could never hope to delve into the depths of the 

Dionysian essence, music was the life of the tragic art form.8 

 

In the second half of his essay, Nietzsche explores the modern ramifications of this shift in Greek 

thought. He argues that we are still living in the Alexandrian age of culture, which is now on its 

last legs. Science cannot explain the mysteries of the universe, he writes, and thanks to the work 

of Kant and Schopenhauer, we must now recognize this fact. The time is ripe for a rebirth of 

tragedy that will sweep away the dusty remains of Socratic culture. Nietzsche sees German music, 

Wagner in particular, as the beginning of this transformation. While German culture is decrepit, 

the German character is going strong, for it has an inkling of the primordial vitality flowing in its 

veins. Nietzsche has great hope for the coming age and had written this book to prepare us for it. 

 

Yet it did not happen. His hope was unfounded. The suppression of the Dionysian was noted by 

Freud and Jung as to the cause of the great bloodletting of the Great War and the unleashing of the 

archaic Wotan, informed the Nazi tyranny. 

                                                      
• 8 Kaufmann, Walter ed. Basic Writings of Nietzsche. New York: Modern Library, 2000. 

• Nietzsche sees Euripides as the murderer of art, he who introduced the Socratic obsession with knowledge and ultimate trust in 
human thought into the theater. By focusing entirely on the individual, Euripides eliminated the musical element that is crucial to 
the Dionysian experience. Euripides threw Dionysus out of tragedy, and in doing so he destroyed the delicate balance between 
Dionysus and Apollo that is fundamental to art. 
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Could it be because we never incorporated the non-rational Dionysian spirit? That once suppressed 

by the Apollonian rational mind of the enlightenment and modern industrial society, this revealed 

its ugly self in the projected rage of mass killing and genocide characteristic of the 20th century? 

Eric Fromm notes the sense of alienation in modern man: 

By alienation is meant a mode of experience in which the person experiences himself as an alien. 

He has become, one might say, estranged from himself. He does not experience himself as the 

center of his world, as the creator of his own acts — but his acts and their consequences have 

become his masters, whom he obeys, or whom he may even worship. The alienated person is out 

of touch with himself as he is out of touch with any other person. He, like the others, are 

experienced as things are experienced; with the senses and with common sense, but at the same 

time without being related to oneself and to the world outside positively.9 

A relatively primitive village in which there are still real feasts, common artistic shared 

expressions, and no literacy at all—is more advanced culturally and healthier mentally than our 

educated, newspaper-reading radio-listening culture. (p348) 

In the 19th century inhumanity meant cruelty; in the 20th century it means schizoid self-

alienation. The danger of the past was that men became slaves. The danger of the future is that 

men may become robots. True enough, robots do not rebel. But given man’s nature, robots cannot 

live and remain sane, they become "Golems”; they will destroy their world and themselves because 

they cannot stand any longer the boredom of a meaningless life. (p102) 

Richard Rubinstein has called for a return to a pagan mythical view of religion in order to 

rediscover those non-rational roots that satisfies man’s blood lust. 

                                                      

• 9 Eric Fromm “Sane Society” p.120 Sect.C.2.b "Alienation”  
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10 

                                                      

10 For references see:  Braiterman, Zachary. Modern Judaism, February 1997; 17(1):75-89 
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Returning to our fallen angels, I am reading the midrashic remythologizing as a step in a trajectory 

that validates the non-rational aspects of the self. That in a post Holocaust era we must attend to 

these aspects of soul. We must celebrate the Dionysian! We must attend to those forces that were 

so suppressed that demanded attention and were refused only to emerge in a violent genocidal 

manner.  

 

Rubinstein is prophetic in his demand we pay attention to the celebration, the dance, the song, the 

orgiastic letting loose, the surrender to deeper non-rational aspects of our souls. 

 

I call this Schechina consciousness. 

 

 


