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Genesis 11:1-9
Psalm 104:25-35, 37
Acts 2:1-21

O God, who on this day taught the hearts of your 

faithful  people  by  sending  to  them the  light  of  your 

Holy Spirit: Grant us by the same Spirit to have a right 

judgment in all things, and evermore to rejoice in his 

holy comfort; through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord, 

who lives and reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy 

Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.
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Genesis 11:1-9

Now the whole earth had one language and the same 

words. And as they migrated from the east, they came 

upon a plain in the land of Shinar and settled there. And 

they said to one another,  “Come, let  us make bricks, 

and  burn  them  thoroughly.”  And  they  had  brick  for 

stone, and bitumen for mortar. Then they said, “Come, 

let us build ourselves a city, and a tower with its top in 

the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves; oth-

erwise we shall be scattered abroad upon the face of the 

whole earth.” The LORD came down to see the city and 

the tower, which mortals had built. And the LORD said, 

“Look, they are one people, and they have all one lan-

guage; and this is only the beginning of what they will 

do; nothing that they propose to do will now be impos-

sible for them. Come, let us go down, and confuse their 
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language there, so that they will not understand one an-

other’s  speech.” So the LORD scattered them abroad 

from there over the face of all the earth, and they left 

off building the city. Therefore it was called Babel, be-

cause there the LORD confused the language of all the 

earth; and from there the LORD scattered them abroad 

over the face of all the earth.
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Psalm 104:25-35, 37 Page 736, BCP

Benedic, anima mea

25 O LORD, how manifold are your works! 
in wisdom you have made them all;
the earth is full of your creatures.

26 Yonder is the great and wide sea
with its living things too many to number, 
creatures both small and great.

27 There move the ships,
and there is that Leviathan, 
which you have made for the sport of it.

28 All of them look to you 
to give them their food in due season.

29 You give it to them; they gather it; 
you open your hand, and they are filled with good things.

30 You hide your face, and they are terrified; 
you take away their breath,
and they die and return to their dust.

31 You send forth your Spirit, and they are created; 
and so you renew the face of the earth.

32 May the glory of the LORD endure for ever; 
may the LORD rejoice in all his works.

33 He looks at the earth and it trembles; 
he touches the mountains and they smoke.

34 I will sing to the LORD as long as I live; 
I will praise my God while I have my being.

35 May these words of mine please him; 
I will rejoice in the LORD.

37b Bless the LORD, O my soul, 
Hallelujah!
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Acts 2:1-21

When the day of Pentecost had come, the disciples 

were all together in one place. And suddenly from 

heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent 

wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sit-

ting. Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, 

and a tongue rested on each of them. All of them were 

filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other 

languages, as the Spirit gave them ability.

Now there were devout Jews from every nation under 

heaven living in Jerusalem. And at this sound the crowd 

gathered and was bewildered, because each one heard 

them speaking in the native language of each. Amazed 

and astonished, they asked, “Are not all these who are 

speaking Galileans? And how is it that we hear, each of 

us, in our own native language? Parthians, Medes, 
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Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and 

Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, 

Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and 

visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, Cretans 

and Arabs-- in our own languages we hear them speak-

ing about God’s deeds of power.” All were amazed and 

perplexed, saying to one another, “What does this 

mean?” But others sneered and said, “They are filled 

with new wine.”

But Peter, standing with the eleven, raised his voice 

and addressed them, “Men of Judea and all who live in 

Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and listen to what I 

say. Indeed, these are not drunk, as you suppose, for it 

is only nine o’clock in the morning. No, this is what 

was spoken through the prophet Joel:

‛In the last days it will be, God declares,
that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh,
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and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy,
and your young men shall see visions,

and your old men shall dream dreams.
Even upon my slaves, both men and women,

in those days I will pour out my Spirit;
and they shall prophesy.

And I will show portents in the heaven above
and signs on the earth below,

blood, and fire, and smoky mist.
The sun shall be turned to darkness

and the moon to blood,
before the coming of the Lord's great and glo-
rious day.

Then everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall 
be saved.’ ”
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SERMON

The older I get, the worse my hearing gets, and the 

more amused I become by what I think I heard people 

saying. For me, the world is composed of a lot of mis-

understandings.  The father  of  one  of  my friends  was 

even more hard of hearing than I am, and, like me, was 

resigned to the fact that he was never going to properly 

hear anything said to him on the first go-around.

Two young men knocked on his door one evening. 

They explained to him that their car had broken down, 

and asked politely to use his telephone. The old man lis-

tened patiently to the explanation, and when the young 

men finished speaking, he sighed and said,  “You say 

you’re a couple of biscuits?”

No matter how clearly you speak, chances are I’m 

going  to  hear  something  different  from  what  you 

thought you were imparting to me.  Really,  given our 
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differences  in  understanding,  background,  experience 

and the degree of distraction that is currently living in-

side our heads, it’s a marvel to me that we manage to 

understand ANYTHING we say to one another. Even 

so,  when  confessing  Christians  speak  to  the  secular 

world, it’s important to speak in a way in which we will 

be understood and it is important to be sufficiently in-

formed about our faith that we speak about it without 

resorting to crazy talk that will be rejected out of hand. 

Often, we do neither. I was at 13th and Winchester at 

the light, preparing to turn left to go to the Chapel of St. 

Arbuck’s the other day. On the street corner was a gen-

tleman in a short-sleeved white shirt and tie, holding a 

Bible and shouting at the passing cars. Of course, ev-

erybody had their windows up and the radio on, and no-

body could  make out  anything he had to  say.  I  only 

heard him because I  thought he was in some distress 
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from the way he was flailing about,  so I cracked my 

window  a  bit.  He  was  shouting  about  hell  fire  and 

damnation, and trying to scare people into church. This 

is what I’m talking about. He is saying nothing that the 

secular  world  can understand,  and he’s  doing it  very 

badly.

We have two stories today about talking and under-

standing. In the story of the Tower of Babel, that which 

was once understood was confused. In the Pentecost ac-

count, that which was once confused was understood. 

Our challenge in the 21st Century is getting a fair hear-

ing from people only peripherally interested in what we 

have to say, and who, in the main, are not aware that 

our languages have been confused.

 You see, we live in a materialistic culture. A materi-

alistic culture is one which considers material posses-

sions and physical comfort as more important than spir-
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itual values.1 Which would upset you more – a church 

service canceled because of bad weather or a UK game 

canceled for  the  same reason?  If  we are  honest  with 

ourselves, we will admit that the problem of communi-

cation we’re having has nothing to do with the inade-

quacy of the message of the church and everything to 

do with language. The message of a transcendent cre-

ator God simply cannot be communicated meaningfully 

to a population built upon the idea that material posses-

sion and physical comfort are more important that spiri-

tual values. We try to speak the truth as it is given to us 

to speak it, but mostly the world has its windows rolled 

up. Mostly, they hear what they think we said, and react 

to that because we live a culture in which the very con-

cept of divinity has been rejected. Dancer Paige Arden 

said, “Dance isn't  something that can be explained in 

1 The New Oxford American Dictionary (Kindle Locations 504408-504410). Oxford University Press. Kindle Edition
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words; it  has to be danced.” The same is true of our 

faith. It can’t be explained in words; it has to be lived. 

If you aren’t called to live it, hearing about it is like at-

tending a ballet recital in which your granddaughter is 

not dancing.

The church speaks of submission to the embrace of 

a loving creator God, responding to God’s children in 

love, a justice of restoration and redemption. The secu-

lar world hears a babble of anti-abortion, anti-gay mar-

riage, I’m going to heaven and you’re not, and attacks 

on the biological sciences. We say “For God so loved 

the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone 

who believes in him may not perish but may have eter-

nal life.” They think we said we’re a couple of biscuits.

It’s tough enough to talk about a God no one has 

seen and a Savior who walked the earth two millennia 

ago to  people  that  imagine they are  smart  enough to 
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store 270 tons of ammonium nitrate next to homes and 

schools with neither oversight nor consequences. Add 

into it that some of what we talk about was originally 

written to Bronze Age people who thought they lived in 

a three-leveled Creation with heaven beyond a sphere 

just up there and hell below our feet, and it’s no wonder 

some people wind up yelling at cars at 13th and Win-

chester.  It’s  frustrating!  We would  like  to  share  with 

others the impact we have felt from a relationship with 

the divine, but we lack a shared language with those to 

whom we are speaking with which to do it. What we 

must do is to dig into the stories to find the truths that 

are in them and speak about them intelligibly.

What is the truth in this story of the Tower of Babel 

which makes it Scripture instead of an archaeological 

exhibit  in  a  museum somewhere?  I’d  like  to  suggest 

that the story of the Tower of Babel is about the impos-
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sibility  of  reaching  a  relationship  with  God  on  our 

terms.  No  matter  how many  rocket  ships,  telescopes 

and hadron colliders we build, we are not going to reach 

God with  the  tools  of  a  materialistic  culture.  I  think 

that’s the Scriptural truth behind the story of the Tower 

of  Babel:  You  cannot  raise  yourself  to  the  level  of 

heaven.

The Good News is that although we can’t build a 

tower to God on our terms, God will lift us from the 

culture in which we live on His terms. The Good News 

has nothing to do with building very tall towers. It has 

everything to do with God’s great  love which moves 

Him to reach out to us. Imagining that we can get there 

on  our  terms  is  our  mistake.  God’s  determination  to 

have a relationship with us is the Good News. But how 

do people who are aware of a transcendent and imma-

nent God communicate that meaningfully to a people 
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absolutely wed to the doctrine that nothing exists except 

matter, its movement and modifications? Isn’t it going 

to be like explaining the color red to a color-blind man?

If you spend some time with the account of Pente-

cost I think it will start to sound surprisingly like 13th 

and Winchester to you. Peter is speaking. Many devout 

Jews understand what he is saying, but others scoff and 

say, “They are filled with new wine.” They can under-

stand the WORDS because all heard him in their native 

language.  It’s  the  SENSE  of  what  he  is  saying  that 

makes him sound like a drunk. Some of the people just 

cannot accept the things Peter is saying. This sounds an 

awful lot like what is taking place in our society today. 

The Christian community speaks of restoring shalom to 

God’s  Creation  by  living  the  Kingdom life  here  and 

now,  and  the  secular  community  says,  in  effect, 

“They’re off their heads.” 
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I  suppose that  the  Christian  community  could  re-

spond, as Peter did, by saying “Nu-uhn either! We’re 

not drunk!” but I don’t think we’d have any more luck 

than Peter had. To those untouched by the Holy Spirit, 

talk of God and Jesus is always going to be heard as 

babble about being a couple of biscuits. You can’t get to 

God by  your own efforts  and you can’t  demand that 

God  crush  Himself  down to  fit  into  our  ideas  about 

Him. Our job is to speak in a way that makes sense to 

21st Century people, just as the Scriptures were written 

in a way that made sense to the people of their time, so 

that those touched by the Holy Spirit can hear what God 

would say to them without rejecting it out of hand as 

crazy talk. 

So, here we sit in the beginning of the 21st Century, 

talking past each other. The religious faithful hear the 

Gospel in their own tongues, and the rest of the popula-
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tion hears incredible stories from an ancient time, and 

can  only  respond,  “You  must  be  drunk  or  crazy.  Or 

both.” That’s why I think we’re in the Tower of Babel 

era. Our understanding is confused. To quote my men-

tor, Brother Kit Hathorn, “We don’t understand half of 

what we know.”

You and I stand in the shoes of Peter. It’s our “job” 

to preach to the world the Gospel of Jesus Christ. But 

we must do so in a way that permits those to whom we 

are  speaking  to  respond  with  more  than,  “You  say 

you’re a couple of biscuits”, and I think we’re not doing 

that. The most visible Christians today – the ones that 

appear in the press or on TV – are the ones screaming 

about “evil-ution”, or chasing up mountains in Turkey 

trying to find Noah’s Ark, or picketing funerals. It’s no 

wonder that the world at large comes to think of Chris-

tians as soft-headed do-gooders or hell fire fundamen-
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talists. To a 21st Century world, we sound like drunks! 

We are not  talking to them in terms they can under-

stand,  and  when we do  talk  to  them,  we  often  offer 

them things they reject out of hand.

So...what SHOULD we tell them? How SHOULD 

we spread the Good News to a 21st Century audience? 

Jesus told his Disciples, 

“A new command I give you: Love one another. 
As I have loved you, so you must love one an-
other. By this all men will know that you are 
my disciples, if you love one another.”

That’s a good start. We are to relate to God’s cre-

ation and His children in love. We don’t get to be self-

righteous bigots. We are the ones who see human suf-

fering and respond to it. 

Secondly, HOW we express ourselves is as impor-

tant  as  WHAT we say.  In  Peter's  first  Epistle,  he  re-

minds us:
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Whoever speaks must do so as one speaking the 
very words of God; whoever serves must do so 
with the strength that God supplies, so that God 
may be glorified in all things through Jesus 
Christ. 

This is really hard, to speak and act as one speaking 

the very words of God, but  there is  a simple rule  of 

thumb: If your words and actions are not founded on 

the same sort  of  love you feel  toward your children, 

your family, your parents, just don’t say anything. You 

aren’t helping. If the best you can do is to speak hatred 

toward Islam, for  God’s sake,  just  stuff  a  sock in  it! 

You’re making it worse. If you speak in love, you will 

be heard in love, and that should be what we are about. 

The rest of theology is just window dressing. 

Lastly, just take a breath, people. I was talking to an 

evangelical  the  other  day.  He  was  quite  sure  that  I 

didn’t know what I was talking about, and equally sure 
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that he did. To demonstrate this, he proof texted pas-

sages from all over the Bible. I felt I had been hit by an 

avalanche of Scripture. I could hardly breathe. Do you 

think this gooey morass of Biblical  quotes convinced 

me of anything? No, it did not. It’s the KISS principle – 

Keep it simple. 

The Good News is  that  this  world had a Creator. 

This Creator didn’t walk away, but sustains His creation 

every second of every minute of the day. Our Psalm for 

today reminds us:

You hide your face, and they are terrified; 
you take away their breath,
and they die and return to their dust. 

Our very existence is conditional upon Him, and He 

offers us a relationship with Him. It is so important to 

Him that this relationship be offered that He took on 

human form and came to us to tell us about it, even suf-
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fering an agonizing death for our sake. If you get that 

much across by living a Christ-centric life in love and 

respect for the other person, you will have done quite a 

bit.

The Good News is counter-intuitive to a modern au-

dience. It is often expressed in images that were ideal 

for ancient people, but which sound hopelessly naïve to 

modern ears. Our task is to move from the Tower of Ba-

bel, where that which was understood was confused, to 

Pentecost, where that which was confused became un-

derstood. By our commitment to live the Kingdom life 

here and now we are to bear that responsibility – to be 

sufficiently well informed about our faith so as to be 

able to speak intelligently about it, and to speak and act 

in ways that can be understood. Be about your Father’s 

business, church.

AMEN
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.
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