What's more, the people decide to build this tremendous tower, as high as the heavens, so that they will become famous, and so they will not be “scattered over the face of the earth.” This is more than just disobedience; this is willful disobedience. They know exactly what they are doing. They are choosing to defy God. 

When God sees this colossal building project, God says, “If as one people speaking the same language they have begun to do this, then nothing they plan to do will be impossible for them.” Notice that God has incredible faith in human ability. If humankind works together (“as one people”) and if we communicate as one mind (“speaking the same language”) then, God says, “nothing will be impossible for them.” That is high praise!

But God also recognizes that they are building this tower for their own glory, in opposition to God’s express command to spread out and fill the earth. God knew that with the potential to do anything would come the abuse of power over a world meant to be ruled by God. So, God decides, “let us go down and confuse their language so they will not understand each other.” God would not tolerate such anarchy. God caused everyone to speak in a different language. No longer able to understand each other, the builders halted their work, no longer able to complete the tower or realize their goal of self-promotion.

One final thing to note: God says, “let us go down and see what they are doing.” This is an example of the Trinity in the Old Testament. The “us” is the God who lives in community as Creator, Christ, and Holy Spirit. The irony here is that the God who lives in harmony and works in unity, is disrupting their work and dividing the people to keep them from doing the wrong thing. “So the LORD scattered them from there over all the earth, and they stopped building the city. That is why it was called Babel — because there the LORD confused the language of the whole world. From there the LORD scattered them over the face of the whole earth” (Genesis 11:8-9). This scattering sets the stage for the promise God will soon make to Abraham that he would be the father of many nations (Genesis 17). 

It is only against the background of Babel and the scattering of the people into many nations and languages that we can understand the extraordinary significance of Pentecost. The sound that was like the rush of a mighty wind signaled a new creation. The fire of the Holy Spirit burned clean, making possible a new understanding. The Jews, scattered to the ends of the earth, heard the Galilean followers of Jesus telling of the mighty works of God in their own languages. The people of God, scattered among the world’s tribes, learning other languages and cultures, are reunited around a common understanding of God’s new Gospel as revealed in Jesus. The wound of Babel begins to heal first as the people are united by the Gospel in given a new purpose.
The joy of that hearing and healing surely made them ecstatic! This is a joy not possible except at God’s initiative. This is joy that comes from recognizing we are freed from our endless cycle of injury and revenge. This is the joy of unity that we experience when we abandon ourselves to God’s higher purpose. The unity of humankind witnessed at Pentecost is not just any unity, but a unity made possible by the saving work of Jesus of Nazareth. It is a unity of renewed understanding which embraces other languages and other storytellers. 

At Pentecost, God created a new language, a language that transcends words. At Pentecost, God forged a community whose memory of its savior creates the miracle of being a people whose very differences contribute to their unity. We call this new creation “church” (ekklesia), an assembly of people “called out” (ek + kaleo, in Greek), set apart for a special purpose, and consecrated to live godly lives as witnesses to the world. The Church is constituted by word and sacrament, by Scripture and God’s Holy Spirit; by the story we tell and the story we embody, for the Gospel of Jesus must not only be told but enacted in our lives.

The significance of what the Spirit did, what the Spirit insisted upon, at the inaugural moment of the church is astonishing! The Spirit, which previously confused the language and scattered the people, now unites them, gathering them around the Gospel, and empowering them to tell God’s story in any way and in every way they can so that all people may come to the saving knowledge of Jesus Christ. There is one Gospel and one saving truth: that Jesus Christ is Lord. But there are as many ways to tell that story as there are people in the world and languages to speak it. 

If you are bilingual, then you know that there is nothing easy about substituting one language for another. Languages are intricate and messy, carrying the full weight of their respective cultures, histories, psychologies, and spiritualities. To attempt a new language is to make oneself a learner, a servant, a supplicant. Learning a new language is an act of exploration and of hospitality. To speak across barriers of race, ethnicity, gender, religion, culture, or politics is to challenge stereotypes and risk ridicule. Speaking a new language is a brave and disorienting act. A risky act.

This is what the Spirit required of the frightened disciples on that first Pentecost. Essentially, the Spirit told them: “Stop cowering in safety. Throw open your windows and doors. Feel the pressure of my hand against your backs. Pour yourselves into the streets and speak! Silence is no longer an option. You have a new story to tell; great, good news of hope for the world.” 

The first Pentecost required surrender and humility on both sides. Those who spoke braved dialects beyond their comfort zones. They risked vulnerability in the face of difference and did so with no guarantee of welcome. They trusted that no matter how awkward, inadequate, or silly they felt as the words bubbled up inside of them, these new, strange, scary words were nonetheless the essential words of life; words precisely ordained for the time and place they occupied, to be spoken to the people around them.

At the same time, the Spirit challenged the crowd hearing this new Gospel to take risks. The Spirit asked them to suspend disbelief, to drop their cherished defenses, and to opt for curiosity and wonder instead of fear and contempt. The Spirit dared them to widen their circles, and to welcome strangers with strange customs and accents into their midst. Something transformational happens when we speak each other’s languages. We experience the limits of our own words and perspectives and realize new ones. We learn curiosity. We develop openness. We discover that God’s “great deeds” are far too nuanced for a single tongue, a single fluency.

At Babel, the scattering of languages was an act of judgment in response to disobedience, bringing confusion and division. At Pentecost, the scattering of languages is an act of blessing in response to obedience, bringing new insight and unity of purpose. At Pentecost, God did not give us a new, perfect universal language. Instead, God enabled us to understand each other’s languages. Rather than reversing the Babel curse (which is not a curse, but merely the diffusion of cultures as God intended), God enabled us to understand one another’s speech. The change is in us. At Babel we desired uniformity and glory for our own sake. What God gives us at Pentecost is the gift of unity in the Gospel, for God’s glory and for the salvation of the world. We have one story to tell, one Lord to profess, one saving grace to proclaim, one God to worship, one hope to share with the world. The Spirit of Pentecost challenges us to tell the story of Jesus in our own words as often as we can, in whatever way we can, to whoever we can. And to God be the glory! 

Prayer: We ask for your forgiveness, Lord, when we forget the power that lies within, and trust our human strength. Remind us of that glorious day when your Spirit transformed the lives of those who hid in fear, into persons of power and hope. Renew these hearts which have grown cold with flames of fire that we might be the church that you desire. Amen.
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Finish the rhyme: “in Fourteen hundred and ninety-two…Columbus sailed the ocean blue.” We all learned that one in grammar school. But there was a lesser known yet just as monumental event which transpired that same year when Antonio de Nebrija presented Queen Isabel of Spain with the “key” to her dreams for a Spanish Empire. It was not a weapon, but a book; the first book of Spanish grammar, the Gramática de la lengua castellana. Receiving this book, the queen replied that she knew the Spanish language quite well and had no need for such a book. To which de Nebrija answered, “But Your Highness, language is the greatest tool of empire.” One has only to look at the 21 Spanish speaking countries that exist now, to know that de Nebrija was right. 

Language is a powerful tool. Words are a compelling way to communicate. Conversation is how we share stories or persuade people to accept our opinion. Applied to Scripture, however, language can be problematic. When you or I insist that there is only one language in which the Gospel of Christ can be preached, and when we insist that the language must be the language you or I speak and understand, then we’ve confused our culture with Christ’s Gospel. We’ve mistaken the wrapping with the gift; lost the forest for the trees.

Now, to be sure, there is only one Gospel, but there are many ways to talk about the love of God expressed in Jesus. There is just one story about God-with-us, but there are infinite means of expressing that truth. There is one God who became human, healed the sick, fed the hungry, died for our sins, and defeated death offering salvation to all who believe; but there are countless images, words, and songs which illustrate that story. The many languages spoken on Pentecost to tell the Gospel story are just one reason it is so amazing.

But let me back up for a minute, to another story about language. We find the Tower of Babel story in Genesis 11. “Now the whole world had one language and a common speech. As people moved eastward, they found a plain in Shinar and settled there” (Genesis 11:1-2). Being of one language and seemingly of one mind, the people decide to build a city, “with a tower that reaches to the heavens, so that we may make a name for ourselves; otherwise we will be scattered over the face of the whole earth” (Genesis 11:3-4). This decision is baffling, because just a few verses earlier, God “blessed Noah and his sons, saying to them, ‘Be fruitful and increase in number and fill the earth’’’ (Genesis 9:1). Instead, they find a nice place to settle down, the plain in Shinar, in direct defiance of God’s command to “increase in number and fill the earth.” 

