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Scripture: Genesis 11, Acts 2:1-8 
Genesis 11 Now the whole earth had one language and the same words. 2 And as they 
migrated from the east, they came upon a plain in the land of Shinar and settled there. 
4 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…” 5 The Lord came down to see the city 
and the tower, which mortals had built. 6 And 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… 7 
Come, let us go down and confuse their language there, so that they will not 
understand one another’s speech.” …9 Therefore it was called Babel, because 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. 
 
Acts 2:1-7 and 12-13 When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in 
one place. 2 And suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent 
wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting… 4 All of them were filled 
with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them 
ability. 5 Now there were devout Jews from every people under heaven living in 
Jerusalem. 6 And at this sound the crowd gathered and was bewildered, because each 
one heard them speaking in the native language of each. 7 Amazed and astonished, 
they asked, “Are not all these who are speaking Galileans? 9 How is it that we heard, 
each of us, in our own native tongue?” 12 All were amazed and perplexed, saying to one 
another, “What does this mean?” 13 But others sneered and said, “They are filled with 
new wine.” 
 
Sermon 
Just like Christmas, Pentecost comes every year on the Christian calendar. But unlike 
Christmas, it doesn’t always land on the exact same date. Like the Ascension, which we 
celebrated a few Sundays ago, the day we celebrate Pentecost is also determined by 
Easter, which fluctuates from year to year. It does so to coordinate it with Passover and 
the Jewish calendar which is totally out of sync with our calendar.  
 
Ascension as I mentioned is always 40 days after Easter. Why 40? Well 40 is a special 
number that continually pops up in the Bible. Pentecost is always 7 Sundays after Easter 
(or usually 49 days, or 7 X 7). But seven isn’t just a lucky number when rolling the dice, 
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it is also a Holy number that gets reused time and time again. Similar to Christmas, 
Pentecost brings us hope, promise and gifts, well, one big and significant gift that was a 
real game changer. Pentecost is when we celebrate the coming of the Holy Spirit to fill 
Jesus Freaks with the fullest power of God! 
 
One of the greatest manifestations of this powerful gift is multilingualism. A gift that 
not only keeps on giving, but one we so desperately need to manifest especially in our 
nation right now. 
 
But first a joke, in a lame attempt to keep your interest. What do you call someone who 
can speak three languages? “Trilingual.” What do you call someone who can speak two 
languages? “Bi-lingual.” But what do you call someone who can speak only one 
language? An “American!” Now of course I must admit that I also fit this stereotype. 
Maybe I’m a little better than many of my compatriots since I do know “un poquito 
Espanol” and since I do still remember some of the little bit of the Pilipino that I learned 
while living in the Philippines for two years back in the 80’s. But alas, I’m lazy, and like 
so many of my compatriots, I’m not willing to give learning another language the time 
and effort. 
 
Now the Holy Sprit’s arrival, like the promised coming of the Messiah, was a long time 
coming! Similar to the coming of Jesus, the Spirit was sent to us to “save us,” to save us 
specifically from our selfishness and ego. 
 
The Spirit’s arrival according to Acts was to correct the centripetal forces of 
monoculturalism that humans seem to continually fall into. A pressure to sameness 
that Empire builders demand. We see this so clearly in our first reading from Genesis 
where “one language” leads to not only to a sense of false pride but to a dangerous 
self-centeredness that inevitably always leads cities, nations and social groups to 
empirical expansionism. 
 
“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…’ ” And though we see throughout 
human history the seemingly universal need for male-dominated Empires to build tall, 
pointy objects, we also know that those massive construction projects come with a 
price, a price of despoiling the earth in search of building materials and the sweat of 
forced labor by the wealthy and powerful. 
 
Often referred  to as a “curse,” the Tower of Babel story is actually a corrective, a 
return, organized by God, to God’s original intention of diversity. But like many Divinely 
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originated course corrections, we mere mortals seem to always unlearn the central 
lesson far too fast. Throughout scripture God either comes down, or sends an angel,  
or calls a prophet to help humanity avoid destruction. But in this case those sneering 
detractors of Acts 2 were actually correct — new wine is flowing and filling up folks 
with a force that is more powerful than the temptations of cultural or racial superiority. 
 
But trying to be multilingual is at least one good place to start. I both envy and admire 
those who have taken the time and who are making the effort to learn another 
language. Because attempting to learn someone else’s language is a much more sincere 
attempt to go beyond merely “multicultural, or even “cross-cultural” to a deeper place 
of being truly “intercultural!”  
 
According to Paula Schriefer, from the “Spring Institute,” which is just happens to be 
down the road from us in Denver, “While they all might be under the same roof, they 
describe entirely different rooms.  The differences in the meanings have to do with the 
perspectives we take then interacting with people from other cultures.” “Multicultural,” 
she says, “refers to a society that contains several cultural or ethnic groups.  People live 
alongside one another, but each cultural group does not necessarily have engaging 
interactions with each other. For example, in a multicultural neighborhood people may 
frequent ethnic grocery stores and restaurants without really interacting with their 
neighbors from other countries.”  
 
“Cross-cultural deals with the comparison of different cultures.  In cross-cultural 
communication, differences are understood and acknowledged, and can bring about 
individual change, but not collective transformations. In cross-cultural societies, one 
culture is often considered “the norm” and all other cultures are compared or 
contrasted to the dominant culture.” 
 
“Intercultural describes communities in which there is a deep understanding and 
respect for all cultures. Intercultural communication focuses on the mutual exchange of 
ideas and cultural norms and the development of deep relationships. In an intercultural 
society, no one is left unchanged because everyone learns from one another and grows 
together.  
 
Of course, landing anywhere on that spectrum, given our current society, seems like a 
good place to be and ahead of the curve! But our present location is not as important 
as the direction in which we are moving. As anyone who has ever tried to learn another 
language can attest, it is a “deep dive” into truly a “whole new world.”  
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First, learning to speak someone else’s language shows an ultimate respect that we 
value that person and their culture. Rather than forcing them to conform to my 
superior language we can somehow meet somewhere in-between where we struggle 
together to fully understand each other. But just like the chaos of Babel, it certainly 
makes us less efficient at making weapons of mass destruction, but we are also more 
likely to find more mutually beneficial solutions.  
 
Sharing each other’s language also takes us beyond mere cuisine, traditional fashion 
and overly simplified comparisons and contrasts. But we also know that there are many 
sublanguages and local vernaculars present even within our own dominant language 
group. There can be differences between rural and urban, north and south, east and 
west and significant differences between generations as well as between different 
economic classes of people. The homeless for instance, I have come to learn, also have 
a language all to themselves. 
 
In a previous sermon on these passages I called Pentecost an example of “God’s 
Diversifying Insurrection.” Empire builders and folks interested in maintaining their 
wealth and power desperately seek to prop up the “status quo.” What they fear the 
most is that the rest of us will not only start communicating with each other, but that 
we will start to organize!  
 
And this is exactly what is happening right now! By literally separating folks through 
mass deportations of foreigners, who talk, look and eat things different from us, those 
in power can then increase their power. We must see it for what it is and we must call 
out their diabolical schemes! To speak someone else’s language is to be truly 
welcoming. To speak in the tongues of those foreigners in public is also to defy the 
many forces who are now in active opposition to God’s plan! 
 
But just as it was on the day of Pentecost, the results can be the same, “All (will be) 
amazed and perplexed, saying to one another, “What does this mean?” 


