
 
Day of Pentecost – Year C – The Rev. Canon Joan Anthony 6.5.22 
 
The story of the Tower of Babel is an old story.  One which is part of biblical “pre-history”, the 
story of how there came to be cultural diversity in the world.  It may seem like an odd reading 
for the Day of Pentecost, the day when we celebrate the coming of the Holy Spirit the promised 
Advocate. The connection seems to be with language.  In the story of Babel, God scatters the 
people confusing their language so that they could no longer understand each other.  Now, on 
the Day of Pentecost, people from all over the known world, each with their own language 
could understand the words of the disciples as if in their own language.  The confusion of Babel 
was reversed by the Holy Spirit.   
 The deeper connection with the story of Babel can be seen in the Gospel according to 
John.  Jesus in some of his final words to the disciples speaks of unity.  It is the Spirit that is 
promised that will bring this unity, this oneness that the world cannot know.  The disciples are 
promised this experience of unity, of community, because the Spirit will abide with them and 
be among them to the end of the ages, for eternity.  This same promise of the Spirit among us 
and abiding with us continues to this day and beyond.  It is a cause for celebration. 
 A professor of Literature in a well-known college has been known to advise her students 
to “get to the gift” when encountering a difficult or challenging passage.  It is good advice for 
those of us who read scripture as well.  As we consider the reading from Genesis and the 
meaning of the Tower of Babel we would be served well if we look for what is waiting to be 
discovered or seen in a new way.  Whenever something seems odd or out of place, whenever 
scripture seems to describe a God contrary to the God of love we need to look more closely for 
the hidden gift. 
 The story of Babel has long been thought of as the story of how God punished human 
beings for their arrogance in building a structure to reach to heaven.  The variety of languages 
and the difficulty of communication has been seen as a penalty for human pride.  There is 
another way of seeing this story.  This is the story of a celebration, the celebration of diversity.   
Looking deeper and seeing this story in that way may be the gift for each of us and for St. 
Augustine’s as a community of faith. 
 Recently when Bishop Rickel was with us, he met with the Vestry and leaders for lunch 
and conversation.  The Bishop spoke of the Pandemic and of the post-pandemic church and 
world which we are approaching.  Many are speaking of “getting back to normal”, to the way 
things were.  To do so is impossible, as we have changed.  To try to do so would be to ignore all 
that we have experienced and learned then past many months.   
 Often, we hear the phrase the “new normal”, I’ve even used it myself to describe the 
present situation.  But that phrase is actually a contradiction in terms.  The past, what was 
normal, cannot be replicated exactly and called new.  Instead we are entering a time of 
integration.  It is a time when we bring forward that which we value from the past and re-
fashion it with what is needed now into a creative whole for the future.  What might St. 
Augustine’s look like and be if we are willing to allow our carefully planned future to become 
something greater than we ever imagined.  We must be willing to risk stepping into the 
unknown to allow this to happen.  This is the gift of being open to the Advocate, the Holy Spirit 
that is among us always waiting to work with us. 



 The work of the Spirit is not magic and it does not happen without the co-operation of 
human beings.  The Spirit is among us and in us.  The Spirit works through us.  We, individually 
and as a community have experience.  Together we reflect on that experience.  The experience 
plus the reflection equals creative growth and change.  That is how the Spirit works in and 
through us.  It has been said by one wiser than I that a “…generous Spirit moves through human 
curiosity and creativity.”   
 To return to the Story of the Tower of Babel, where is the gift for us in that story?   It 
may be that the story helps us see clearly what are the results of humans running counter to 
God’s intention.  God’s intention is to gather, to instruct and to bless.  But sometimes, as in this 
story the way to blessing is through catastrophe.  When God saw the people building their 
tower, God saw that this was designed to keep the outsider, the unusual out.  They were 
building their tower to enforce homogeneity rather than diversity.  But, when there is no room 
for that which is new and different, no room for variety, the community will eventually wither 
and die.   
In gathering God casts the net very wide.  And so the people of Babel were scattered and the 
language was confused.  It was a catastrophe but out of catastrophe God often brings good, 
often brings redemption.  It is this idea of good coming out of catastrophe that is the central 
story of Christianity.  The catastrophe of Good Friday became redeemed in the Resurrection of 
Easter. 
 The people of Babel were not evil people, simply people who were afraid, who tried to 
protect themselves in their own power.   
Reinhold Niebuhr, an early 20th century theologian has said that “…anxiety is the true source of 
sin,” the true source of what separates us from God.  In some of his final words to the disciples, 
Jesus recognized this human propensity to fear.  “Peace, I leave with you; my peace I give to 
you.  I do not give to you as the world gives.  Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let 
them be afraid.”  
 Because they were afraid the people of Babel relied on their own power and strength.  
They were building their city to keep the community in one place, to make sure that all around 
them were like them.  Their intention was to build walls that could not be breached by 
strangers.  That was not God’s intention for human beings.  God’s intention is for us not to stay 
in one place, but to go into the world seeking that which is different from us and welcoming it 
into our lives and into our community.  God’s intention for human beings is to build bridges. 
 We stand at the crossroads as this congregation seeks a new Rector for the years ahead.  
Will you be like the people of Babel, trying to return to the past or are you willing to strike out 
on another path?  Are you willing to be led by the Spirit into a new adventure?  What will you 
choose?  Will you choose that which gathers or that which divides?  Will you choose fear or 
peace?  Will you depend on yourselves and what you have known or on the Spirit and that 
which is not yet known?   
 Howard Thurman, a mid-twentieth century theologian has a short test for whether a 
community is in unity with the Spirit.  “To be in unity with the Spirit is to be in unity with one’s 
fellows.”  This does not mean we will not have different viewpoints, different ideas.  We will not 
always agree, for that route would lead to uniformity which is counter to the work of the Spirit.  
To be in unity with the Spirit and with each other will mean that there is room for all, and for 



the diversity that with work can lead to true creativity and renewed ministry.  In this work there 
is true giftedness, but to find it we must look prayerfully for the gift waiting for us. 
  
  


