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Okay, you know this story.  If you have spent much time around churches, you know 
what Pentecost means. 
 
This is the birthday of the church--that time the Holy Spirit showed up 

and transformed a bunch of frightened disciples into bold proclaimers of good 
news. 
 

But what we especially remember, [of course,] is the rather bizarre form in which the 
Spirit manifested itself … 

a sound from heaven, like a mighty rush of wind, 
“tongues as of fire” resting upon each of the disciples, 
and each of them, somehow, praising God in language that was not their own, 
but which foreign visitors to Jerusalem recognized as their language.  
 

It changed everything, to put it mildly. 
 
But that was then—and this is now.   
 
So, let me ask you:  
Does it still move the dial for you?  Or after you have observed Pentecost a few times,  

does wearing something red  
and seeing the lovely hangings 
and sometimes having a cake to celebrate the birthday of the church 

leave you with gratitude for what happened then, but not much of a sense 
of what to do with it now? 
 

Besides, it may be how the church got started, but truth be told, it’s not as if we mainline 
Christians aspire to all of that ‘speaking in strange tongues’ stuff. 
 
And even all that spectacular numerical growth might well be a problem.   

Granted, most 21st century churches still worship at the altar of # Church Growth, 
but only under tightly controlled circumstances  
(new members who are not too unlike us; yes to racial/ethnic diversity and 
LGBTQ inclusiveness, of course, but when it comes to differences of educational 
level or worship preferences or tribal identification, maybe not so much). 
And definitely no to bringing a bunch of new ideas in the door with you. 
 

So, as the church celebrates Pentecost for the 1,989th year (as closely as we can 
calculate), is there any particular impact it might have for you today? 
 



Well, sometimes when we are commemorating past events and are trying to get a fresh 
sense of them, it can be useful to go back … 

back not just to the beginning,  
but back behind the beginning.   
 

Every story, it seems, has a back story—something unresolved that lies behind the 
story that we know. 
 
And in the case of Pentecost, that journey takes us back, not just back in time, but back 
before time, in a sense.  

Back before recorded human history, into what biblical scholars call the 
prehistory of the sacred story. 
A time that is not marked in specific years or centuries,  

and stories that are not about a specific place but everyplace.   
  

You may know that most scholars of the Bible perceive that the first eleven chapters of 
Genesis fall into that category.  Not written to be either historical or scientific accounts, 

they are faith statements about God’s intent in creating the world, 
and how we creatures of the human persuasion keep veering off course and 
fouling our nest.   
 

That’s why I love that the lectionary, on this particular Sunday, has the appointed Old 
Testament reading that you heard from Anne a few minutes ago. 
 

Because it happens to comprise the very last episode of that biblical prehistory.  
  

After God’s creation of this wonderful blue-green sphere and the appearance of the first 
humans, 

after the beginnings of human rebellion and the Great Flood and the repopulation 
of the earth,  
 
the story goes that the entire earth had (quote) “one language and the same 
words.”  
  
So the peoples of the earth decide to build themselves a city with a tower that 
reaches into the heavens, so that they (quote) “… can make a name …” for 
themselves,  
 
and avoid being scattered over the face of the earth . 
 

But for reasons that are not immediately clear, the Holy One is having none of that! 
“Come,” says God in the heavenly councils, “let us go down and confuse their 
language so that they will not understand one another.”  And the Lord does 
precisely what the human beings were trying to avoid-- scatters them abroad, 
over the face of the earth, speaking many languages. 

 



Now, we could speculate all day as to what [exactly] was so wrong with our ancient 
forebears wanting to live all together and have a common language and build a tower 
toward the heavens.   
 

For the moment, let’s just say that apparently it had something to do with God 
concluding that we humans were becoming too big for our britches.  
 

But in the meantime, I want to introduce you to someone who is much more recent.  If 
there are any of you university faculty [here today] who teach in philosophy or literature 
(or even the social sciences), you will know the name of the late Jacques Derrida. 
   
Derrida was a linguistic philosopher; he sought to “deconstruct” the intricacies of 
language as the key to understanding the world we live in.  And even though he 
considered himself a non-religious person, he had an inordinate interest in this ancient 
story of the Tower of Babel. 
 
As recently as 20 years ago, he observed that this eleventh chapter of Genesis was the 
back story of our human condition. (lecture by Prof. George Stroup, Columbia 
Theological Seminary, Fall 2001).  
 

This story, for him, touched at the very heart of all of our difficulties in living 
together on this fragile planet.  The scattering and confusion of our 
communication lay at the heart of all of our conflicts. 
 

Now, I want to propose to you that Derrida’s perspective is helpful news for our 
celebration of Pentecost.  Because the events of Pentecost represent something of a 
reversal of what happened at the Tower of Babel. 
 
Suddenly, the confusion of languages is broken through.  Nobody understands 
everything that the followers of Jesus are saying;  

but for each of the disciples, there is some devout person there on the streets 
that morning who recognizes the words of his or her own language  
as these unschooled peasants from Galilee proclaim the mighty acts of God! 
 

Now, I don’t know about you, but that suggests to me that the Lord intends that the 
good news about Jesus  

has the power to break through the Babel of languages and ideologies and 
customs that divide the world! 
 

Good lord—it may even mean that what was being born there on the streets of 
Jerusalem that day wasn’t just a new religion;   

could it be that the Holy Spirit was more interested in healing the world?   
  

Despite all the failings down through the years, all the damage that the Christian church 
has done, there is also that record of all the life-giving things that disciples of Jesus 
have accomplished. 



 
But here’s the big question: can the church become a force for reconciling our own 
nation—and many other parts of the world—that are being torn asunder by [a] political 
and cultural tribalism that seems to spring straight from the rubble of the Tower of 
Babel? 

Not just here but in places as different as the U.K. or Iran, urban islands of blue 
are in open conflict with vast seas of non-urban red. 
 

To address those questions, it may be helpful to dig back behind Pentecost again, into 
that back story of Genesis 11, 

and ask: What was so wrong with what the human race was attempting to do 
there?   
 
Wanting to stay together in a great city, building a tower into the heavens and 
“make a name for ourselves?”  What did the creator find so objectionable in that? 
 

Well, I can think of no better guide than Walter Brueggemann—arguably our greatest 
living Old Testament scholar. 
 
First, Brueggemann does not find any hints that God’s people-scattering, language-
confusing action is intended as a judgment against urban culture, or globalism per se .  
Rather, it is a judgment against humans trying to generate their own security, and an 
expression of God’s love of diversity. 
 
Second, he perceives that God’s intent for language is not that it divide us; rather, 
language might evoke and create, serving as a path of promise and hope to “call into 
being things that do not yet exist.” 
 
And third, he suggests that the Hebrew words about the ability (or inability) to 
“understand” each other, might better be translated as “listening to and hearing” one 
another.   
 
In other words, Brueggemann proposes that the thrust of these two passages, Tower of 
Babel and Pentecost, is not on making oneself understood, but on hearing 

--a fresh capacity for listening, that signals a willingness to allow newness to 
come into one’s life.  (Genesis [a commentary], pp. 98-104) 
 

Knowing the back story--kind of puts Pentecost in a new light, doesn’t it? 
 
Not how many languages you can express yourself in, but how many personal stories or 
ideological rants you can make yourself listen to. 
 
But then, it’s not really a matter of making yourself listen.  It’s more like allowing the 
Holy Spirit to empower you to hear. 
 



Or as another great Old Testament scholar says of this passage: “separation and 
confusion are viewed as the result of human arrogance—sin—while union and 
understanding are signs that the kingdom of God is breaking in.” (Terrence Fretheim, 
commentary on Genesis in The New Interpreters’ Bible commentary series, Vol. 1, p. 
274) 
 
Not bad for the birthday of the church—even for the 1,989th time …      


