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By the power of your Spirit, O God, renew us in your Word, our Savior Jesus Christ. Amen 

I have done a fair amount of travelling over the years, some of which has taken me to places 
outside the U.S. I went to Austria and Germany in high school. Several years ago I went to 
Russia with a group from my previous church to visit our sister congregation in Kazan. I’ve 
been to Mexico and, most recently, to Nicaragua.  

I have to say, I don’t get super excited about going to countries where English is not the 
primary language. Communication is the key to getting to know people and the places we 
visit and if we can’t understand one another, that makes forming relationships and getting 
good information more challenging.  

There are many parts of the world where English is the most common second language of 
the land, which is convenient for me! It wasn’t too difficult to find young people in Russia 
who could speak English pretty well, because they learn it in school. In Nicaragua, we 
visited the city of Granada which has been very dependent on tourism, so many of the shop 
owners and tour guides spoke English to some degree. 

Language is a key element for any culture. At the time of the Pentecost event in the second 
chapter of Acts, the language of the land was Greek. If you lived and worked in the Roman 
Empire you needed to speak Greek. But as we heard, there were immigrants living there 
from many different countries, and it is likely that in order to maintain the identities of 
their native lands, they probably continued to speak their own languages at home. 

With a common language being one of the key elements in any culture why would God 
make so many people with so many different languages? Wouldn’t God have wanted to help 
us communicate better by giving us all the same language?  

That was probably the same question that the Tower of Babel story was trying to answer. 
The time before Abraham and Sarah in the book of Genesis is known as pre-history, and 
these stories help us to know something about God and something about humanity. Let’s 
see what this story can teach us and how that is related to the entrance of the Holy Spirit on 
this festival of Pentecost. 

These first people wanted to make a name for themselves, to construct a culture. One thing 
they had going for them was one language—the same words. The second thing they needed 
to do was to settle in one place and create a social structure as much as physical structures.  

We have heard this before in our U.S. history classes. The Norwegians or Swedes or Irish or 
others who immigrated to America would gather with others who spoke the same language 
and they would either build a town, or settle in a common neighborhood. Human beings 
are naturally drawn to one another by what they hold in common. 

Now, some of us might remember the Tower of Babel as a story of God’s punishment. But 
remember, God created this human creature! We are given an instinct for survival that 
causes us to gather with those who are like us. And not just survival, but if we can gather 



enough people who are alike there is also power—and it sounds as if this is the piece God 
responds to. 

“The LORD said, ‘Look, they are one people, and they have all one language; and this is only 
the beginning of what they will do; nothing that they propose to do will now be impossible 
for them.’” (v. 6) 

Nations form and survive when they work together on a common goal. But as we look over 
the sweep of the Bible, and our own modern history, we can also see that when people 
focus on their own words and teachings and their common pursuits, they rely only on 
themselves. God did not confuse the language in this early human culture to punish them. 
God mixed up their language so that they would disperse—in part so they would need to 
rely on God more than themselves and to bring diversity to humanity. 

And so the people scattered and God formed a people from the descendants of Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob who would become Israel. Again and again they would be scattered. Again 
and again, God would call them back from relying on their own abilities and perceived 
wisdom to turn to God for their strength.  

God drew them back from Egypt where they were slaves—as our kids learned about in 
Bible School this week. God drew them back from their Exile in Babylon. And it was in their 
time of Exile that these early stories were written so that the people could take with them 
these teachings of who God is and how God forms a relationship with those who believe 
and trust in God.  

And then Jesus came into the world. In the story of Babel, God came among the people and 
dispersed them. In Jesus, God brings together those who have been dispersed. Jesus 
reached out to the outcasts, those who lived on the margins of society. Jesus called into 
community those who were being excluded.  

After Jesus left the disciples and ascended to the Father, the Holy Spirit came among the 
apostles and dispersed them into the world to bring the good news of God’s love in Christ 
for the healing of the divisions of the world.  

In Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection believers are united not by language or any of our 
human cultural structures—we are united in the love of God through Christ Jesus. 

The people who gathered on that Pentecost day were there to celebrate the Jewish festival 
of Shavuot—a celebration of God giving the Ten Commandments to Israel. But Jesus both 
simplified and expanded those commandments. We are to love God and love our neighbor. 
And the first example of that love is to seek relationship with our neighbor by learning 
their language.  

God did not cause all people to hear a single language that Pentecost day, but the Holy 
Spirit empowered the apostles to speak the languages of the various people who were 
there. God sends us out to both speak and listen to the languages of our neighbors so that 
we may bring God’s word of love and grace and welcome in ways they can hear and 
understand.  



Now we don’t live in a very culturally diverse place. Who among our neighbors needs to 
hear the Good News of Jesus Christ? Is it our young neighbors who are feeling the pressure 
to solve many of the world’s problems as they grow into adulthood? Is it an older person 
who doesn’t see changing climate as a threat?  

Is it someone going through a time of grief? Is it someone who is fighting their way through 
the maze of mental illness or depression?  

Is it someone who is afraid to tell their family that they are gay? Or the neighbor who can’t 
understand what all the LGBTQIA letters mean? 

Is it someone who has had an abortion and all the turmoil about this subject in the news is 
bringing up difficult emotions? Or is it the neighbor who is fighting to overturn Roe v. 
Wade? 

Or is our neighbor someone who has never heard this word of our loving and passionate 
God before and feels like they are wholly responsible for their own life and happiness? 

We might not naturally know how to speak those languages. It is only in spending time 
with those whose lives are different from ours, learning from one another, that we can find 
words and actions that proclaim God’s Word: the Good News we received in Jesus, the 
Word made flesh who came to live among us, the Word who makes a home with us 
wherever we are.  

Today we celebrate the power of the Spirit that was given to us in Holy Baptism. By the 
Spirit’s power we are given the ears to hear and the words to speak at the moment God’s 
voice needs to be heard and God’s presence experienced by our neighbors. Each week the 
Spirit calls us together in our common bond as God’s people, to worship and praise our 
loving God. And each week God sends us—disperses us—to bring God’s word into a diverse 
world. 

This week there was a feel good story at the end of the CBS Evening News about an 
elementary school who is learning American Sign Language because one kindergarten 
student is deaf. They did not make her learn to read and just pass notes to her. They did not 
let her wander in silence. The staff and students learned her language so that she would be 
welcomed and included in their community. 

That is our calling as God’s people. We are called out of our common languages and 
customs and called into relationship with those who have other languages and customs and 
viewpoints. It is in these mixed up relationships that God enters in and turns our hearts to 
what we have in common—God’s love for us and for the whole world. 

In the words of our Psalm today, when God sends forth the Spirit we are renewed to 
embody God’s passionate love for all peoples and all Creation in all its amazing diversity. 

Thanks be to God! 

  



Prayers of Intercession 
 
Trusting God’s promise of new life, we pray for the renewal of the church, the world, and all 
of creation. 

A brief silence. 

Come, Holy Spirit. Enliven the church to speak your words of forgiveness and salvation in 
every language and tongue. Bless missionaries and those who serve beyond the wall of our 
congregations. Pour out your Spirit on witnesses of every age, gender, and nationality.  
Hear us, O God. 
Your mercy is great. 
 
Come, Holy Spirit. Send cooling breezes where people and creatures are suffering 
oppressive heat. Save the land from drought and wildfires, tornadoes and flooding. Bless 
the work of those who make it possible to harness the power of the sun and the wind.  
Hear us, O God. 
Your mercy is great. 
 
Come, Holy Spirit. Dispel human arrogance and establish leaders who are humble of heart. 
Speak peace into all the world. Overcome prejudice and fear. Move us to support 
international aid organizations and those who provide aid to immigrants and refugees. 
Hear us, O God. 
Your mercy is great. 
 
Come, Holy Spirit. You hear us when we cry to you. Bring clarity and hope to those living 
with dementia, anxiety, depression, or addiction. Accompany those who feel weak and 
worn, especially Carleen, Jessie, Roger and those we name in our hearts.   pause 
Hear us, O God. 
Your mercy is great. 
 
Come, Holy Spirit. Journey with those who travel over the summer. Bring rest and renewal 
to school teachers, staff, and students. As we visit other places and other churches, make 
yourself known in the strangers we meet. Empower us to learn and speak the languages of 
those who are in need of your care. Hear us, O God. 
Your mercy is great. 
 
Come, Holy Spirit. You make us children of God and joint heirs with Christ. We praise you 
for all the saints who called on your name and who now know the fullness of your 
salvation. Hear us, O God. 
Your mercy is great. 
 
We commend these and all our prayers to you, O God. Come near to us with your saving 
help, for the sake of Jesus Christ, our risen Lord. 
Amen. 
 


