
La paz de nuestro Senor sea con ustedes.  Amen. 
 

In 2002, as a college freshman over winter break, I went on a cultural immersion trip to Mexico with 
about 10 of my friends. We worked with a church called La Iglesia El Camino in the city of Hermosillo, 
Sonora. It was an adventure that began my love for exploring other worlds and cultures. Not only did 
we traverse the border, having driven all the way from Missoula by car, but we were also greeted with 
unrivaled hospitality once we finally arrived.  
 

Every day our hosts fed us delicious foods with fresh tortillas and guacamole. They showed us 
around plazas and museums and took us to sample some of the most delicious street-side tacos I 
had ever tasted. I say “ever” because I had never tasted authentic Mexican street tacos even by that 
point in my life. They were so good the memory of that experience still makes my mouth water.  
 

Our main objective, while there, was to build houses for homeless families on neighboring land the 
church had recently purchased. As we nailed sheetrock and plastered walls alongside the good 
people of El Camino, I fell in love with the Spanish language. It was the first time I’d heard it spoken 
fluently and it left me mesmerized. Not knowing how to speak Spanish also made me feel closed off 
and disconnected from those so graciously offering their welcome to me and my friends. I wanted to 
know more about Mexican art, music, literature, and traditions, but ultimately, I sought knowledge 
about the lives of the people I was meeting. Right then and there, I decided I was going to learn 
Spanish as a second language when I got home. I signed up for Spanish classes and all sorts of Latin 
American-based courses. Thus began my life-long commitment to learning all I could about God’s 
creative, diverse world.  
 

Since then I’ve lived in Argentina for a year through the Young Adults in Global Missions program. 
I’ve traveled all around Central and South America and I now serve on the Montana Synod’s 
accompaniment team as we uphold a companion relationship with the Evangelical Lutheran Church 
in Bolivia.  I’ve been to Bolivia twice and once to Peru to help bolster this relationship.  Basically, my 
discoveries in Mexico provoked new adventures to any country I could explore on a shoestring 
budget.   
 

Throughout my encounters, I’ve been awakened to the United State’s solid partnerships with some 
countries as well as our torn diplomatic histories with others.  The intricacies of various cultures, down 
to the various smells I encountered in some city marketplaces, increased my appreciation for God’s 
creation of life, form, and style. In all, I can say my interest in variant peoples and places is what 
really prompted me to go to seminary.  It was other things, too, but my love for the Christian story is 
what confirmed my understanding of God’s love for all nations.  For we believe in the story of a God, 
incarnate in Christ, who is the very embodiment of a person with a rich history who also once lived in 
a diverse culture during a very eclectic and influential time.  
 

While learning to speak Spanish, I also learned it was a language brought over by Spaniards like 
Columbus and other European explorers who, under the auspices of the Doctrine of Discovery, 
forcefully pillaged and plundered the lands of Indigenous groups throughout the Americas and Africa, 
stripping Indigenous communities of their customs, traditions, native languages, and, all too often, 
their very lives by way of theologically-justified genocide.  
 

If you haven’t heard of the Doctrine of Discovery, it is a series of 15th-century papal bulls or edicts 
that provided evangelical and legal justification for European explorers’ subjugation of native peoples 
in the so-called New World. It still forms the foundation of Indian land law in the United States and 
beyond. As recent as 2005, the U.S. Supreme Court referred to the Doctrine of Discovery as the 
basis for its denial of land rights to Oneida (o-ny-da) Indian Nation of New York.  
 



Learning this made me resonate with an article I was once handed in a college course published by 
National Geographic. It read that “a language dies every 14 days and by the next century nearly half 
of the roughly 7,000 languages spoken on Earth will likely disappear as communities abandon native 
tongues in favor of [colonizer languages such as] English, Mandarin, or Spanish.” This is sad, my 
friends. We have lost languages and cultures to what we think is our need as humans to conform to 
only certain ways of thinking and being. Not to mention, great atrocities against people groups are still 
playing out today in the form of chronic diseases and negative health outcomes. Health disparities 
plague our Indian reservations and the lives of all who suffer from the effects of generational trauma 
at the hands of theologically-justified actions that were and are downright evil. If such histories or 
present-day atrocities bother you, come see me. I’m helping co-lead our Synod’s Racial Justice Task 
Force to guide our church into a process of repudiation. We need to acknowledge our pasts so we 
can truly work toward the holding of restorative relationships with and alongside our siblings of color. 
There’s a lot of work to do in this regard.  
 

By now you may be thinking, what does all of this have to do with Pentecost and our Scripture 
passages for today? Well today, we’re reminded of a beautiful story in the book of Acts. As people of 
various nations came together to celebrate the Feast of Pentecost, they were given the gift of the 
Holy Spirit. God’s spirit then guided them to hear God’s gospel in their own native language. There 
was no need for conformity that day. In fact, this is a story of God’s spirit defying such notions. This 
story is a testament to the fact that every nation ever created by God was destined by God to remain 
its true self.  Yet, in our humanness and quest for power, we have forced ourselves and others to 
think and act the same.  
 

The United States, in addition to countries south of us, is a prime example of cultural homogeneity 
and the abandonment of culture in favor of assimilation.  We’re a country of Native and diverse 
immigrant nations, yet in order to survive here, people were (and still are) required to conform to 
certain standards and the English language.  Now only 25% of Americans can speak a second 
language. There’s a lot to celebrate in regards to American customs and freedoms. But there’s no 
denying the fact that many of us have lost our cultures and histories.  
 

Speaking of my culture alone, the only things that have carried over from my ancestry, for example, 
are a few silly Ole and Lena jokes and the making and eating of lefse and lutefisk every year. These 
are both sweet and stinky remnants of a culture I hope to continue revitalizing as I seek to develop 
memories and customs with my own immediate family. Suffice it to say, God’s diversity has suffered a 
great deal because of the ruling of some nations over others, often in the name of Christ.  
 

Our Pentecost story in Acts is often linked to the story of the Tower of Babel in Genesis. This is a 
simple tale that takes on new meanings as we consider when and for whom it was written.  According 
to one of my favorite theologians, Ched Myers, the Tower of Babel story “probably dates to after the 
collapse of the Israelite monarchy, written amidst the bitter experience of [the Israelite’s] exile in 
Babylon.” He writes, “Knitting together ancient Semitic tales and Mesopotamian myths, and peering 
deep into their collective past, Israelite scribes composed a story of origins that represents a sober 
reassessment of their people’s own experiment with urban civilization” and “the correlation between 
ethnocentrism, empire, and human oppression.”    
 

The story begins, “Now the whole earth had one language.”  It ends with God confusing their 
language and scattering his people. Most interpret this story as divine judgment for wanting it all, 
including godly status on the highest mountain top attainable. However, based on context and the 
influences possibly imposed upon its writers, another interpretation of this story is that of a God-
ordained need for “centrifugation” based on human sin. Centrifuges are those machines that spin 
quickly so fluids of different densities can begin to separate.  Essentially, God did this in this story--a 
story not of judgment but one of intended diversification.   



 

God didn’t want God’s creation and people to act the same, look the same, or operate in the same 
manner. So, God caused them to disperse. The centralization of power, the destructive essence of 
imperialism and cultural conformity, and the loss of different cultures, as a result, were and are of 
great concern to God and God’s people who wrote this story.  Again, God scattered God’s people and 
confused their languages. God tore down the tower. God did this because God’s creation is 
diverse.  As children of God, we should therefore honor diversity and also resist our urges to power 
over others by expecting them to conform to our own opinions and lifestyle preferences or notions. 
 

I’m preaching all this today because, on this Pentecost Sunday, I want us to imagine how differently 
God’s church could look like if the Pentecost story had been interpreted in light of God’s love for 
diversity. Where would we be in our country if Native American children weren’t sent off to boarding 
schools to conform to our Eurocentric way of life? How would we act and understand the world 
differently if entire civilizations hadn’t been wiped out in the name of Christ? Would we be sitting in 
pews next to people who majoritively look like us? Probably not.  But today, Sunday morning is the 
most segregated hour in America when it should be the hour we honor and uplift the cultural 
expressions and languages of all.      
 

As we work as God’s church to fend off racism and hate, as we breathe in the same spirit of God 
while participating in mainline denominational churches that are non-diverse in nature, what can we 
do to honor diversity in our worship services and our ways of walking in the world as Christ’s 
disciples?  I challenge us to think about this today, including the ways God is reforming our church by 
calling on us to reclaim to stories we tell.  We have our biblical stories to inspire, preach, and teach us 
to love our neighbors as ourselves, particularly those whose past and present oppressions affect the 
ways they approach life today.  I pray we go forth with good work to do in this realm. Amen.  
 


