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St. Thomas Lutheran Church 
Pentecost C - June 9, 2019 
Marie F. Fleming 
flemingmf@comcast.net  
NOTE: The lectionary readings for Pentecost include Genesis 11:1-9, which did not appear in the 
bulletin and was read following the Gospel lesson. All text below that is not in BOLD was added after 
delivery. 

Finish this sentence: “In 1492…” (“…Columbus sailed the ocean blue.”) Yes! 

This benign-sounding ditty, which many of us learned as school children, masks the tragic reality it 
represents: The beginning of what I call the Columbian Holocaust, in which the Church whose birth we 
mark today was egregiously complicit.   

That same year, in Salamanca, Spain, Bishop Antonio de Nebrija presented to Queen Isabella, noted 
co-sponsor of the same Christopher Columbus, a new Spanish language textbook. It was a grammar of 
the vernacular, the ordinary language spoken in markets and in fields, at home and on the streets. 
And it was the first of its kind. No other European country had a textbook for their common language. 
That would be absurd, a waste of time. Why write down a language everybody already knows? 

And so, when Nebrija presented his textbook to the queen, he had to explain its significance. “After 
your Highness has subjected barbarous peoples and nations of varied tongues,” he said, “with 
conquest will come the need for them to accept the laws that the conqueror imposes, among them 
will be our language.”  
https://www.christiancentury.org/blog-post/sundays-coming/unconverted-difference-acts-21-21   Mennonite pastor, Isaac 
Villegas 

I think of this sinister exchange in light of today’s scripture readings – especially that familiar story 
from Genesis commonly called The Tower of Babel. This is as popular a Torah-reading as it is a 
Christian one, with a long interpretation history that goes something like this: The people of Babel 
aspired with their sky-scraping building project to become like God. Well, God would have none of 
that, and thwarted them by mixing up their language so it was impossible for them to communicate 
with one another, putting an end to their city-building project and scattering them to the ends of the 
earth. This scattering is seen as God’s punishment. Certainly the builders at Babel feared just such a 
prospect. This understanding always made good sense to me. And it is the perfect supercessionist foil 
for Pentecost, when the “Christian” God reverses the confusion at Babel effected by the “Jewish one” 
to bring a world-class gathering together in a singular experience of divine communication. 

 But then I ran across a rabbinical commentary that recommends another look at the story. 

“Forget the tower,” says Rabbi Shai Held. “The problem is that everyone ‘had the same words.’"  

If we read closely, the rabbi explains, the text itself tells us that the tower is not the issue: “Thus the 
Lord scattered them from there over the face of the whole earth; and they stopped building the city” 
(Gen. 11:8). It seems clear, that “the building of the city, and not the tower itself, [is what] provoked 
the divine displeasure.” (Victor Hamilton in his commentary on Genesis) 

Rabbi Held goes on to explain, “When God created the first man and woman, God blessed them: “Be 
fertile and increase, fill the earth” (1:28). And after the flood, God blessed Noah by reiterating the very 
same words: “Be fertile and increase, and fill the earth” (9:1). If a key part of God’s primordial blessing 
and charge to humanity is that we spread out and fill the earth, how can God’s scattering of the 
people at Babel be a punishment? 
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Well, it isn’t, exactly, says the rabbi. God’s foundational blessing, coupled with God’s interruption of 
the builders’ plans, may offer us a glimpse of what’s wrong with their behavior. God had made it clear 
that the divine vision is for humanity to spread out and fill the earth, yet the builders want to stay put, 
to congregate in one place. And with it, an enforced uniformity of language that suggests not a 
peaceful existence but tyranny.  In fact, the builders’ resistance to God’s blessing is clear: They 
explicitly declare their intention to build their city, and the tower within it, out of fear “lest we be 
scattered all over the world” (Gen. 11:4). What they MOST fear is what God MOST wants. 
 Rabbi Shai Held is president and dean of the Hadar Institute in New York. https://www.christiancentury.org/article/critical-
essay/the-babel-story-is-about-dangers-uniformity   

The God who acts at Babel sets people free to scatter as they will, develop their own language 
and culture. Language not only expresses culture, it also shapes culture. Take away a people’s 
language and you destroy that people’s identity.   

The history of the Church’s partnership in the colonial enterprise comes much closer to home in our 
participation in the destruction of Native American culture, with our denominational systems of 
mission schools that forcibly removed children from their families to boarding schools where they 
were made to speak English, wear European-style clothing, and had their hair cut. We demonized 
their identity and used the cruelest of means to impose so-called Christianity upon the most 
vulnerable. And, “they all had the same words.” 

And so, rather than serving as a foil for Pentecost, Babel is the perfect partner story at Pentecost: 
At Pentecost, each one in that diverse crowd - remember the litany of their countries of origin  - 
hears the Good News in their native language.  

And it does seem clear to me that the miracle was in the HEARING, not in the SPEAKING:  
Why? Because not everyone got the message. The writer goes out of his way to quote some who 
mistook what was said for drunken ramblings.  

But the people who do get it marvel: “How is it we hear this good news, each of us in our own 
language?” 

The Spirit, in a magnificence of hospitality, comes to them in words they already know. I think 
they must have been gob-stoppered to be enfolded in a unity that does not require uniformity. It 
honors and preserves their original identity even as they enter into a new community that spans 
the cultures of the then-known world. 

This fact surprises them, but it need not surprise us: Hearing is a theme that permeates Luke and 
Acts.  

“In the beginning was the hearing” said Nelle Morton, Christian educator and Child Development 
scholar, “In the beginning was the hearing, into which God spoke and called forth Creation.” 

This insight came to her when a woman who had just participated in one of the support groups 
Morton led for victims of domestic violence,  
declared after one life-altering session, “You heard me into speech!”  

In Sue Monk Kidd’s novel, The Secret Life of Bees, set in the 1960’s rural South, 13-year-old Lilly 
runs away from her abusive father and finds refuge the home of the three Boatwright sisters. The 
sisters produce and market Black Madonna Honey.  They also host a small worshipping 
community who call themselves the Daughters of Mary. Their Holy Mother is represented by a 
wooden statue salvaged from the prow of a wrecked ship. The carved and painted statue 
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resembles a beautiful black woman, their black Madonna, and is situated in the sisters’ living 
room, where the Daughters of Mary meet to worship every week. When Lily asks August 
Boatwright why the Black Madonna is so important, August explains that she wanted to give the 
Daughters of Mary a divine being that is their own color. “Everyone needs a god who looks like them,” 
she says.  

Luther put it this way, “I will preach the Gospel in such a way that the people won’t know Mary 
wasn’t a German milkmaid.”  

Show us the Father, Philip said. And Jesus answered, “If you want to know what God looks like,” 
Jesus said, “Look at me!”  

For, when God wanted us understand God’s best intention for life on this Earth, God came to us in 
the language of Human Being. A marvelous affirmation: After all, if being human is good enough 
for God, it ought to be good enough for us.  

At Pentecost we see the opposite of what Nebrija and the Spanish Queen imagined,  

AND a fulfillment of God’s intent at Babel: A world full of difference. 

God says, “I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh”—not some, but all.  
Affirming where each of us comes from,  
Blessing who we are, 
Announcing that what makes us different is good and holy. As a voice from heaven tells Peter later in 
the book of Acts (10:15), “what God has made clean, you must not call profane.” 

This was an important teaching THEN, and it is crucial today in a world made small by instant 
communication and where difference is weaponized in order to divide us from one another. The 
consequence is that we, like the builders at Babel, most fear what God most wants.  

There is another reason why all this honoring of difference matters on the occasion of the Church’s 
birth and today: 

The people at Jerusalem did not come to stay. They came to go – a reality that is poignantly apt in this 
season of graduations, weddings, and other transitions…. 

The Spirit comes to us in order to empower and equip us to scatter to the corner of the world God has 
given us to love! 

What good does it do to learn – “Jerusalem Gospel-speak” when everybody we are going home to 
speaks, for example, Capadoccian? 

Since baptism is a part of Pentecost and since we have celebrated many baptisms in recent weeks, a 
brief word to our newly baptized: 

Arno, somewhere out there is someone who needs just your kind of friendship. 
Melody, the blessing of your music 
Ila, the gift of your art 
Seth, the kind of encouragement you give your big sister when she sweeps the deck, “Good job, 
Maris!” 
Sawyer and Charlotte are quite young yet, but I know their grandparents Esarey and Garl already see 
signs of their gifts. Just ask! 
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Praise be to God, whose spirit 
   Draws us together in worship 
 Nourishes us in the breaking of the bread 
   Celebrates with us the newly baptized and their entry into the family of faith 
 Blesses us with words of Peace, and  
   Sends us out to speak with our very lives the Good News  
   so many  
       would be  
            so very glad  
                 to hear. 

Amen.  

 

 


