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Some years ago in a sermon entitled Where Do We Go from Here: Chaos or Community, Martin Luther King Jr. suggested that the great new problem for humankind is figuring out how to live together in peace in this great global house that we have inherited. 
 This global family of which we are a part is separated by ideas, cultures, interests, and languages, but less and less by geography. Jet travel, telephones, and the internet have bridged oceans, mountains, and national divides to bring us closer to one another, despite our differences. We have nowhere else to go and while some nations may prefer a more isolationist and nationalistic identity, looking to their own selfish interests first, even North Korea cannot shut out the rest of the world. So, somehow we must find a way to live together. It might fairly be asked, “How did we get separated in the first place?” In this story of the Tower of Babel we find an answer: diversity is part of the divine plan.


The story of the Tower of Babel speaks to the human inclination to uniformity. It follows the story of Noah and the flood, a story that identifies the wealth of diversity on the planet with all the animals entering the ark two by two and concludes with the sons of Noah scattering across the earth, each going his own direction with his own family, language, and customs. Mark Twain supposedly said: “It is a great misappropriation of mountains and rivers not to put a few of them between you and your in-laws.” Perhaps he was just quoting the sons of Noah, but in any event, the writer of the Noah story makes no judgment about the decision to scatter and develop distinctive tongues. He simply describes what came to be. 
It is a different writer in the 11th chapter of Genesis who turns to this concern for the human inclination to uniformity. He describes a time in which the world has only one language and the same words are used and understood by all. The people have only one purpose and live in one location. Then a nation of migrants from the east decides to stop and put down roots on a fertile plain; these nomads decide to stop nomad-ing and make a home for themselves by building a great city. The notable landmark for the city will be a tower that reaches to the clouds. In so doing they hope to make a name for themselves – that is their common purpose – but they hope also to allay their fear of being scattered upon the face of the earth. For these people, being separated from one another is a fearful thing. But in God’s judgment the fearful thing is that they should seek to be so united; it is not good for there to be such single-mindedness and uniformity. Human hubris might encourage the mortal creations to think they are gods who are rulers of their own destiny and world. The judgment of God is that it is better for the people to be scattered over the face of the earth and speak different languages. And so it is. Their tongues are twisted and confused so that they do not understand one another, and the people are scattered to the four winds. The building project is abandoned, and the city with its great tower built to make a great name for the people in that small corner of the world never comes to be great. 

Commenting on this passage in his book The Dignity of Difference, Rabbi Jonathan Sacks observes:

It is a supreme act of hubris, committed time and again in history – from the Sumerian city-states, to Plato’s Republic, to empires, ancient and modern, to the Soviet Union. It is the attempt to impose an artificial unity on divinely created diversity.

In God’s wisdom God makes us different, one from the other. God makes humankind as diverse as the rest of creation with different pigmentations and eyes and hair colors, with a variety of languages and customs, with unique DNA and fingerprints, and with a whole world of distinct habitats to inhabit. Human diversity is not something to be eradicated as Hitler tried to do in creating a master race or as countless tyrants have attempted with ethnic cleansing; diversity is something to be appreciated as a gift from God. As Rabbi Sacks puts it, “Unity in heaven creates diversity on earth.”


It is that failure to appreciate the blessings of diversity that is evident in the attempts in our own nation to scrub Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion from national policies and practices, both literally and figuratively. We are a nation of rich diversity, a melting pot or patchwork quilt of customs and cultures and languages and experiences that uniquely blesses us among the nations of the earth. From that diversity we find great innovation and an appreciation for others who are unlike us in some respects, but share a common home in these United States. In past generations there have been attempts to homogenize language and custom, sometimes in horrific actions like those taken to Europeanize native Americans. But our God-given diversity gives us opportunities to learn from one another and grow with one another so that we are better prepared to face a world that is far more diverse than we are in this corner of God’s creation. At Babel the people wanted to remain uniform and distinct, but says the writer in Genesis, God didn’t seem to think that was such a great idea.


That is not to say that diversity poses no challenges for us. The inability to communicate across the barriers of language can be a source of misunderstanding or conflict. Those who can translate from one language to another become bridges to understanding as Sacagawea did for Lewis and Clark on their great expedition west. At other times those who attempt to bridge the gap without an interpreter foster reconciliation, as when President Kennedy spoke to the crowd in Berlin in 1963 to say: Ich bin ein Berliner. (I am a Berliner). We continue to be a world of many tongues and many customs, which brings us back to that challenge laid out by Martin Luther King, Jr. – to find a way to live together in peace in this global house.


As the church we bear the good news of that way to live together in peace despite our differences. In a world divided and increasingly polarized we bear a word of hope that translates into any language: Jesus Christ. It is that message that should unite us as one though we be scattered and tongue tied. We should be the agents of reconciliation and hope, for we bear the good news of the gospel. Yet, as Shirley Guthrie notes:


How can Christians expect to experience the reconciling presence and 
work of this Spirit in their own lives if they are unable and unwilling to 
live in community even with fellow Christians who are different from 
themselves (not to mention other people)? How can they expect people 
outside the church to be impressed by their witness to the reconciling 
power of God's Spirit if they themselves only echo the us-versus-them 
mentality that divides the world into angry competing camps? 

We are called to live a different kind of life and to demonstrate that life to the world, for we bear a different kind of message that transcends the walls that divide us. We bear the good news of Christ who came for all people. 

When the Spirit came upon the disciples like the rush of a might wind at Pentecost and alit upon each of them in that upper room in Jerusalem, it pushed them out from behind those closed doors and scattered them into the streets to speak a word from the Lord. That word was spoken, says Luke, in a multitude of languages, as the Spirit gave them ability. Jewish disciples who spoke Hebrew were suddenly empowered to speak in the tongues of other nations so that Parthians and Medes, Elamites and Arabs, and people from all corners of the world could understand what the disciples were saying. The diversity of languages remained; Babel was not undone, but its impact in dividing people was overcome, for there was a common message that cut across all those linguistic divides, a common Word from the Lord that was meant for the people from all those different places with all their different customs and different languages and different ways of living. That Word was the Word incarnate – Jesus Christ, the Savior not of only one race and tribe, but the Savior of the world!

Pentecost is good news for all people with all their diverse languages and customs, and the good news spoken in all those languages is this: there is one savior who is Christ the Lord. Jesus came not just for Jews speaking Hebrew, but for people speaking Ukrainian and Russian, Amharic and Lao, Spanish and English – whatever version of English that might be. It is good news for yinz and you guys and y’all alike. It is good news for all people in all places! Diversity is still part of God’s plan, for the Spirit did not create a common language for all to speak; the Spirit empowered a common message for all to hear, a message for all to share in their various languages despite the continuing differences. It offered a point of unity among the great diversity that existed among them. We are still different in many ways, but in Christ we are one. It is that good news we receive, that good news we carry to the world, that good news we celebrate this day in a multitude of languages: 
Kyrios Jesus Christos.





Jesu Cristo el senor.





Yeshua meshiach adonai.





Jesus Christ is Lord – Lord of all! 
Amen
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