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Those of you who pay attention to such things will have noticed my sermon title for today and 
may be wondering how I’m going to use the most famous work of Jane Austen to illustrate the 
two passages of Scripture which I just read.  Well, in fact, I’m not.  But one of the common 
understandings of the miracle of the first Pentecost following the resurrection of Jesus is that in 
giving the apostles the gift of speaking in languages unknown to them and in giving the crowds 
the gift of understanding what they said, God was acting to overturn God’s own action in the 
story we know as the Tower of Babel.  In my planning a few weeks ago, I thought it would be 
interesting to explore that idea and as I was reading the passages and thinking about them it 
occurred to me that the two sins most strongly portrayed in that Genesis 11 story were the overt 
sin of pride on the part of the tower-builders and the less obvious sin of prejudice, seen not only 
in the Genesis 11 story but in passing in Acts 2.  Once I’d noticed that, it became too good a 
theme to pass up.  So, to my lovely wife, who has watched all the filmed adaptations of “Pride 
and Prejudice” more times than I can count, and to all you other fans of Elizabeth Bennett and 
Mr. Darcy, my apologies.  That’s the last mention you’ll have of them this morning. 
 
I do, however, want to draw some parallels between the Genesis story and some works by 
another 19th century English writer of fiction, albeit one who was not even born until 50 years 
after Ms. Austen passed from the scene.  I’m speaking of my childhood favorite, Rudyard 
Kipling, and his “Just So Stories.”  Do you know them?  Written for his beloved daughter, 
Josephine, they are origin stories, mostly about how animals developed their unique 
characteristics, such as “How the Camel Got His Hump,” “How the Rhinoceros Got His Skin,” 
and so forth, although there are also tales about the first letter, the development of the alphabet, 
and the taming of the animals.  My favorite was always “The Elephant’s Child” or “How the 
Elephant Got His Trunk.”  They are called “Just So Stories” because the young Effie Kipling 
always insisted that they be told “just so,” with the same repetitive language and features and 
dialogue.  In this way, they have a great deal in common with the development of much of our 
Old Testament, which came from an oral culture.  Read them, preferably out loud to a young 
child, and you’ll find out what I mean. 
 
The early chapters of Genesis were undoubtedly developed in an oral culture and, up to chapter 
12, in which Abram is introduced, are also highly stylized origin stories.  These are the sorts of 
stories we tell our children to satisfy their questions about the world around them.  Who were the 
first people?  Why do we have to work so hard?  Why are some people mean?  And so forth.  I 
can imagine the story of the Tower of Babel being developed over the centuries to answer the 
importuning of generations of little children, “Abba, why don’t those people talk like us?”  The 
stories are internally consistent but don’t always show continuity with other stories.  For 
example, the aftermath of the story of Noah and the Flood, told in Genesis chapters 6-10, clearly 
states that the peoples descended from the sons of Noah all had their own languages.  Genesis 11 
then contradicts that by saying that “the whole earth had one language and the same words.” 
 
Some of the prejudices of the Hebrew culture that produced these stories also show up in the 
stories.  Those upon whom God sends judgment in this morning’s story are the city-dwellers and 
specifically the antecedents of the Babylonians who destroyed Jerusalem and carried the cream 
of Judah into exile.  Etymologists tell us that the naming of this city as Babel, which actually 
meant “Gate of God” in Babylonian, is a pun in Hebrew on the word for “confuse” – “ballal.”  
Incidentally, the pronunciation of the city’s name in Babylonian would have been something like 
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“bab-ilu,” which for those of us of a certain generation will bring to mind the ecstatic cry of 
Cuban band leader Ricky Ricardo and his dizzy wife, Lucy – Babaloo!  But I digress… 
 
Let us turn then to the misbehavior for which the proto-Babylonians in this story are punished.  
The very words which I just used are our first clue that something is going amiss: “Let us…”  In 
chapter 11, these words are used by the soon-to-be urbanites, first as they display their 
technological sophistication and then as they plan their great urban wonder.  “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…”  There is an implication in this wording that the speakers are 
getting above themselves because heretofore in the compiled stories of Genesis, this phrase has 
been reserved for God speaking to the heavenly court or if you prefer to the other members of the 
Trinity – “Let us make humankind in our image…” 
 
There is also an implied evil in the technological development of the use of bricks and asphalt, 
our more common name for bitumen.  Setting aside the nasty smell of curing asphalt, the use of 
bricks rather than stone would have brought ugly memories for the Children of Israel as these 
stories were told over the centuries and put into their final form around the time of the Exile.  It 
was, after all, with the making of bricks that Pharaoh attempted to break their spirits in Egypt.  
Those who used bricks, both Egyptians and Babylonians, were responsible for much suffering in 
Israel.  And while technological innovations are not necessarily evil, we of the 21st century can 
certainly look back not very far at all to remember the invention of the atomic bomb and the 
words of the physicist J. Robert Oppenheimer as he quoted the Hindu god Vishnu, “Now I am 
become Death, the destroyer of worlds.” 
 
The pride of the builders of Babel in their technology showed not only in their language, aping 
God, but also in their plan.  “Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower with its top in the 
heavens…”  They aspire to the place of God.  In the understanding of these “just so stories” in 
Genesis, humankind’s attempt to put themselves in the place of God is the original sin, the Fall, 
the cause of the expulsion from Eden.  In Genesis 3, the serpent beguiles the woman into eating 
the forbidden fruit by telling her “when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be 
like God…”  The pride of the Babylonians tells them that they now have the methods to ascend 
to the heavens and to be like God. 
 
They, of course, see this not as pride but as the necessity of survival: “…and let us make a name 
for ourselves; otherwise we shall be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth.”  The 
builders of the tower yearn for God’s immortality as well.  They want to be sure that they are 
remembered well into the future as those who saved their race.  The irony of this goal is perhaps 
more obvious in Hebrew than in English.  Marty Alan Michelson of Southern Nazarene 
University writes, “The text of 11:3 begins with a phrase translated from Hebrew “and they said 
to one another” where the Hebrew literally has “a man said to his fellowman.” We have no 
named characters, only general “men.””  The attempt to make a name for themselves has failed.  
And we may also note that the thing the builders apparently fear the most, being scattered, is 
exactly what God has commanded humankind; first in the Adam and Eve story (“Be fruitful and 
multiply, and fill the earth…”) and then following the deluge (“…be fruitful and multiply, 
abound on the earth and multiply in it”).  The story of the Tower of Babel comes immediately 
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after the story of the spread of Noah’s descendants and just before God’s promise to Abram: “I 
will bless you and make your name great…” 
 
With the pride of the Babylonians well established, I want to turn to the other besetting human 
sin that I found in today’s readings: prejudice.  There is a real tension in both of our passages 
between city folk and country folk and it continues today.  Some of you know that I take great 
pleasure in the writings of Wendell Berry, one of the foremost modern proponents of agrarian 
culture.  Berry’s work, essays, stories, and poetry, consistently lifts up the traditional agrarian 
lifestyle over against modernism, technology, and urban culture.  I think I come by my sympathy 
for farmers and rural people honestly.  My mother’s family were failed farmers, whom the 
Depression turned into migrant farm workers until World War II when my grandfather learned 
welding.  Even after that, my granny and my mom and her siblings generally lived in the country 
while Papa Troy travelled to where the work was; only moving to “town” when my mom was in 
junior high.  My dad was a town boy but it was a pretty small town, almost extinct now with the 
failure of the town’s central business of lead smelting and the massive clean-up efforts that have 
razed most of what was downtown and the old residential district.  As I look back on my 
growing up years, Dad always found us places to live just as far from the city where he worked 
as he could and still have a reasonable commute.  He wanted the small town feel and, when he 
finally bought a house, he got as much ground around it as possible.  But I’m a city boy.  We 
tend to go to cities on vacation.  I love London and Paris and I’m excited by the city that 
Lynnwood is becoming.  I am very aware, because of my heritage and upbringing and because of 
my own choices, of the tensions between country and city. 
 
In the Genesis stories, we can pick up that tension.  If the scholars are correct and most of Torah 
was put into final form during or just after the Exile, we can see traces of those trapped in 
Babylon longing for the “Land of Milk and Honey.”  Genesis 4 tells us that it was Cain and the 
first descendants of Cain’s lineage who began to build cities.  Connecting that story of the 
fugitive Cain who feared for his life with the spoken fear of the Babylonians that they would be 
“scattered abroad,” an online commentary written by the Taizé Brothers suggests that “Cities, in 
the Book of Genesis, are places where people hide behind walls to protect themselves, since they 
no longer feel in harmony with the whole earth.” 
 
We see the flip side of this prejudice in Acts.  We find Jesus’ disciples, you remember, a group 
of displaced fishermen and farmers in the big city of Jerusalem.  To those who hear their 
“babbling” on the day of Pentecost, they stick out like the hayseeds they are.  “Are not all these 
who are speaking Galileans?”  We see the Good News of Jesus gradually overcoming this and 
other prejudices throughout Acts – the conflict of the Aramaic-speaking brethren with their 
Greek-speaking counterparts causes the creation of the office of deacon and brings us Stephen; 
the age-old prejudice of Jews versus Gentiles must be overcome first by Phillip, then by Peter, 
and ultimately by Paul and the Jerusalem Council. 
 
The roots of overcoming these divisions created by humankind can be found even in the story of 
the Tower of Babel.  We have been taught to see the actions of God in this story in “confusing” 
the language and scattering the inhabitants as punitive.  But are they really?  Or is this simply a 
story of God moving humankind toward God’s goals for us as a species?  The Taizé Brothers 
note that the unity God observes in the would-be tower builders is a unity against others, 
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protective rather than creative.  In causing them to be unable to communicate with each other 
and in scattering them, God moves them toward the goal of taking charge of the earth, even 
though, as we see today, we have only rarely managed to be good stewards.  Nevertheless, as the 
Taizé commentary says, we continue as a species to “develop to the full all (our) potentialities.”  
The diversity of human language and culture, which this story seems to present as punishment, is 
what God intended all along. 
 
But even if we turn from seeing the story of Babel as a disaster visited on humankind by a 
peevish God to understanding it as the explanation of a deep blessing, we can still see the story 
of Pentecost as a story of healing the divide.  The gifts of tongues and of hearing on that 
remarkable day reminded those present that though they spoke different languages, they were 
still beloved of the same God, brothers and “sisters under the skin,” to quote from another work 
by Kipling.  “Parthians, Medes, 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,” all were brought together in 
one visitation of the Holy Spirit. 
 
And later, as we find in the remainder of Acts chapter 2, they were brought together in one Body 
of Christ.  Peter preaches a stirring sermon and afterwards the people want to know how to 
respond.  “Now when they heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and to the other 
apostles, “Brothers, what should we do?” Peter said to them, “Repent, and be baptized every one 
of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift 
of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is for you, for your children, and for all who are far away, 
everyone whom the Lord our God calls to him.””  It is another of the delightful reversals from 
Genesis 11 that the name that saves is not the name of the architect of a mighty tower, or of the 
leader of an immense city, or of a general or of a scientist but the name that saves is the name of 
a humble worker and travelling teacher, with no wealth and no place to lay his head.  Jesus of 
Nazareth is the one of whom Paul later wrote “Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave 
him the name that is above every name…”  In Jesus, God fulfills that promise that God gave to 
Abram in the chapter immediately following the story of the tower, that in him and his seed, all 
the families of the world should be blessed. 
 
We, too, are heirs to that promise, blessed by the seed of Abraham and carrying the blessing to 
others as well.  And not just us, here in this place, but those called by God all over the world, 
regardless of their place of origin, regardless of the language they speak, regardless of the way in 
which they worship the Creator of all.  As Peter said, “the promise is for you, for your children, 
and for all who are far away, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to him.”  It is up to us, then, 
to spread the Good News of the love of God, the Good News that casts aside human pride and 
calls humankind to trust in their Loving Creator, the Good News that teaches us to look beyond 
our prejudices and see our neighbors first as our sisters and our brothers.  It is up to us to teach 
those around us to praise from diversity, to see the blessing in difference.  It is up to us, not to 
shut ourselves up into a tower but to go forth and serve others, so that in and through us, God 
may defeat our Babel with God’s Pentecost. 
 
For the love of God and the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, 
thanks be to God. 


