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 That story from Genesis is one of the more familiar ones we hear. Traditionally it’s been 

understood as an explanation for why we live in a world where there are different cultures and 

languages. And I suppose it is, for the most part. But tradition has also interpreted that reality to 

be the result of God’s punishment. So, diversity is understood as a bad thing, something to be 

avoided.  

 

 But the traditional interpretation doesn’t really do the story justice. When the people set 

out to build their tower, they aren’t doing it out of arrogance. They do it as a sign of their unity; 

they do it to keep themselves from being pulled apart. They build the tower because they’re 

afraid. One phrase we find over and over in the Bible, spoken by God, by angels, by Jesus, is “do 

not fear.” A society built on fear cannot sustain itself; it’s destined to fail. When God mixes up 

their language and scatters them, it’s not to punish but to correct, to restore them to the condition 

God desires. 

 

 Diversity is intended by God but resisted by us. The people who first told this story in 

Genesis may have told it as a way to soothe their own fears. They were captives in a strange 

country where an unwillingness to conform could lead to punishment. Babylon, like every 

empire, forced its conquered people to conform, to take on its language and culture. This is how 

conquerors behave throughout history. When Europeans began colonizing North America and 

decimating the indigenous population, eventually forced assimilation was the only way Native 

people were given to survive. Their multiple languages and cultures and belief systems were 

forbidden, their differences homogenized. 

 

 We often talk about the events of Pentecost reversing Babel, but if anything conquest is 

what reverses it. The Roman Empire was a reversal of Babel. The people in Jerusalem, from all 

sorts of places in the Empire, all spoke the same language. They all spoke Greek, the common 

language of the Empire. But when they heard Jesus’ followers speak, they heard in their native 

languages. Suddenly people who were homogenized under Rome were mixed by the Spirit.  

 

 Empires impose uniformity out of fear. And people cling to uniformity out of fear. Fear 

drives people to do ridiculous things like waste resources on pointless projects such as towers 

that reach nowhere or arsenals that can wipe out all life, all in the name of self-preservation. Fear 

can also drive people to commit unthinkable atrocities, to lash out at others who are different 

assuming they mean to harm them. 

 

 In her book The Sum of Us, Heather McGhee tells about majority white communities 

going to great lengths to avoid sharing public facilities with Black residents, even draining their 

public swimming pools rather than open them up to people who are different. But as she goes on 



to explain that behavior harms everyone. If we see the world as a zero-sum game, where every 

gain someone else makes is a loss for us, our behavior becomes pathological. It’s the same logic 

behind the “great replacement theory” we’re hearing about in the news. Fear of others, of 

diversity, is destructive to everyone involved. 

 

 That’s why the people had to abandon their tower and be scattered. And that’s what the 

Holy Spirit gives us power to overcome. Power over fear is what the Spirit gives the disciples. 

Up to that point they were in hiding. They knew they were different and they were already 

identified as a threat to the social order. They had good reason to be afraid but the Spirit swept 

among them and gave them power over fear. And that power was contagious. The people around 

them couldn’t help but be caught up in their excitement. 

 

 When we’re freed from fear, anything is possible. All the limitations we impose on 

ourselves by dividing ourselves over superficial differences like skin color or religion or 

language, can fall away once fear is overcome. I think that’s what the story of Babel is saying 

about how God deals with the people. Living in fear is not really life. God teaches humanity the 

possibilities that come with embracing differences.  

 

 And when the Holy Spirit moves among the disciples, all the diversity that exists between 

the people gathered in Jerusalem is suddenly brought to the surface and celebrated. They’re no 

longer afraid because they can hear in their own languages; they’re acknowledged and accepted 

as they are. And fear melts away. 

 

 That’s what Pentecost is all about. Pentecost is about the end of fear. We no longer have 

to hide or pretend or conform. We’re accepted as we are, with all our differences from one 

another, the differences of textures and colors, of knowledge and wisdom. When we appreciate 

that about each other, when we can see how dependent we are on each other, then we can join 

God in building the world God desires: a place of compassion and justice, where we’re no longer 

driven by fear but have power to repair what’s broken in ourselves and in others, for the life of 

the world. 

 

Amen 


