
“Overcoming Our Fears” 

Pentecost, June 9, 2019 

Scripture: Genesis 11:1-9; Acts 2:1-21 

 

 

About a week and a half ago I had the privilege of attending the citizenship ceremony 

when Raya Jarjees, wife of Rev. Rami Al-Maqdasi, was made a citizen. I had never been to that 

ceremony before and it was wonderful. If you ever have a chance to attend, they’re always open 

to the public, you really should go; it’s eye-opening.  

 

A couple of things especially stood out for me: I had never heard the oath that people 

make when they become citizens. They promised to do things for the country that I’ve never 

been asked to promise, having been born here. They promised to support and defend the 

Constitution and laws of the United States, not just obey them. They promised to serve in the 

military if required by law and to serve in non-combatant roles in the military when required by 

law. They also promised to perform work of national importance under civilian direction when 

required by law. In short, they agreed to do much more than anything that’s ever been asked of 

me. That’s a big commitment, and they accepted it happily.  

 

The other thing I noticed was the diversity of the people being received. They were of 

every shade and religion. They represented 35 countries and I suspect spoke nearly as many 

languages. Yet they were all there for the same thing. They were all there to join us in the work 

of citizenship. In the judge’s comments he made a point of acknowledging his own parents’ 

immigration to this country and he explained that normally a judge sits on dais, raised above the 

court, to illustrate that the law is above every person. But on this day he stands at the same level 

as everyone else to show that when it comes to citizenship, we’re all on equal footing. 

 

So, that’s what is sort of ringing in my ears as I read this passage from Genesis. Here we 

have a people who are all the same, presumably they’re all the same skin color, but also all the 

same language and the same culture, completely homogenous. And they want to keep it that way. 

They want to do whatever it takes to preserve their homogeneity; to keep their culture pure. And 

they begin to build a tower as a monument to their sameness.  

 

The traditional interpretation of this story has emphasized the tower as a sign of 

arrogance on the part of the people. But in recent years scholars have begun to look more closely 

at the motivation for the tower instead. It’s built out of fear: “Let us make a name for ourselves; 

otherwise, we shall be scattered abroad upon the face of the earth.” Being scattered, becoming 

diverse, losing their cultural purity is the fear that lies behind their actions. They aren’t trying to 

storm the heavens and bring God down. They’re trying to protect themselves from diversity, not 

because they’re proud but because they are afraid. 

 

So when God sees them working feverishly to build their city, it’s not with fear or anger; 

it’s with pity. God sees them as children cowering under the covers. And God doesn’t shatter 

them for it; God scatters them, gives them the push they need to become part of the rich diversity 

of creation they’re intended to be. Mixing up their languages isn’t a punishment, it’s a corrective. 

 



When I sat in that ceremony a couple of weeks ago, I never heard anyone asked to give 

up speaking their first language. No one was asked to stop practicing their religion. No one was 

asked to give up their customs of dressing or eating. They were never told to stop being diverse. 

Something we’ve learned in our country is diversity is our strength and not to be feared. When 

people coming from different cultures and speaking different languages are brought together in a 

common purpose, all those perspectives lead to more creativity and stronger outcomes. Our 

culture is enriched through the presence of people from Asia and Africa and South America. And 

in that meeting of people and cultures we become more compassionate, more humble, and more 

just.  

 

I used to think the story of Pentecost was sort a reversal of Babel, because I thought the 

mixing of those languages was a bad thing. But I’ve come to realize that Pentecost is actually an 

extension of Babel. Think about it: people from all those different nations are gathered in 

Jerusalem. If they all spoke different languages, how could they have done anything together? 

But they all have one thing in common: they’re all part of an Empire. And when an Empire takes 

over, the first thing it does is replace the local language with a common one. They all had one 

language. Why didn’t the Spirit cause them to all hear in the language they shared, in the 

language of the Empire? Because the Empire fears diversity and God loves it. Pentecost isn’t a 

story where everyone is made the same; it’s a story where everyone’s differences are celebrated, 

and that’s a threat to those in power. 

 

When Holy Spirit moves among us, the hold of Empire is broken. Fear gives way to 

hope; indifference gives way to compassion; oppression gives way to justice. There are voices in 

our society today, some in positions of power, who would be very afraid by the ceremony I 

attended a couple weeks ago. They’re afraid to see such diversity welcomed into citizenship 

among us. They’re convinced security lies in uniformity. But God’s Spirit at Babel, God’s Spirit 

at Pentecost tells me those voices are wrong. We need a rich variety, a diversity of languages and 

colors and religions and sexualities to be our full selves, to be part of the wondrous tapestry of 

creation. Don’t let fear keep you from embracing diversity. Holy Spirit calls us to overcome our 

fears through the joy of creation. She burns within us and through us to create a world where 

justice, compassion and hope abound…and fear is no more. 

 

Amen 


