
United in the Spirit, June 9, 2019, St. Timothy, Burnaby 

Gen 11:1-9; Ps 104:25-35, 37B; Acts 2:1-21; John 14:8-27 

“Come, Holy Spirit, creator, and renew the face of the earth.” 

Prayer 

It was almost exactly two years ago that we moved to Vancouver. For me, it was a homecoming. I had 

been living in Montreal for twelve years and I was happy to be moving back to the Wet Coast.  

I still remember how excited I was when we went out for dinner one night and I found out that they had 

Townsite Brewing beer on tap. They even had the “Zunga” ale. I realize that this means nothing to most 

people in the world. “Townsite” is the name of a part of Powell River, where I grew up, and “zunga” the 

name of the beer, is a word that (as far as I know) is unique to Powell River. It refers to a rope that is 

tied, often to a tree branch, that you use to swing out over water (and then jump off it).  For me, this 

was very exciting—and for my wife and the people we were eating with (and the bartender of the 

restaurant as well, truth be told), this was just a quirky local brewer’s name for their beer. It wasn’t 

anything special or unique—to them. But to me, it was code. It was Powell River code—the language of 

my people. I was near my people again! 

Many of us have had an experience like that. Maybe not involving beer. It could be as simple as hearing 

someone speak English while visiting a foreign country. It might even be hearing someone speak your 

first language here—or your particular variety of English here (the same accent, for example). It could 

also be stumbling into that restaurant or store and finding that they stock something you hadn’t seen in 

years or finding they know how to cook your local dish perfectly. It’s a reminder of home—a powerful 

reminder of a different time and place, often where we fit in differently—where we were one of the 

family or a part of the fabric of the community. We weren’t as much of an outsider as at other times, no 

matter how well we might “fit in”. Those feelings of nostalgia and familiarity can be very powerful. 

And I expect that’s what many of the people gathered together on that first Pentecost felt like as well, 

as they heard the disciples speaking in their native languages. We heard the long list of difficult-to-

pronounce places where they were all from, though they were all in Jerusalem at the time of the story. 

There would have been many visitors to Jerusalem for the festival of weeks (or harvest)—Pentecost was 

one of the three annual pilgrimages to Jerusalem for devout Jews. People would have gathered from all 

over—and all of them were given this special reminder of “back home”.  

Each of them, no matter where they were from, heard God’s deeds of power in their own language. 

They experienced this nostalgia or familiarity even though they were in what was, to them, a foreign 

land. The Holy Spirit was reaching out to them, right where they were, and including them specifically, 

individually, in the message that was for all. God’s deeds of power. God’s Holy Spirit was descending—

all were welcome. 

 

At first glance, the apostles speaking to people of many nations at the same time may sound as though it 

is in response to what happened much earlier, in our first reading. Very early in the book of Genesis—

after Adam and Eve, and Noah and the flood, but before Abram/Abraham, and Isaac and Jacob and all 

the sons of Israel, we have this story of the tower of Babel. In that story, as we heard, people were 



separated, languages were deliberately confused. And here, people are gathered together and everyone 

can understand what is being said. We’ve come full circle. Problem solved, right? 

Not so fast.  

First of all, the story of the tower of Babel was not written down until hundreds (or even thousands) of 

years after it is said to have happened. In Jewish tradition, Moses was the author of the first five books 

of the Hebrew Bible and he was hundreds of years after Joseph and his technicolor dreamcoat (who was 

hundreds of years after the tower of Babel).  

It is very common in mythology to try to understand and explain a phenomenon through supernatural 

means. Think of explaining rainfall as the tears of the gods for example, or thunder and lightning as 

displays of anger. The more skeptical among us might even suggest that the story of Lot’s wife turning 

into a pillar of salt was actually an explanation given much after the fact as to why that particular area 

happened to be so salty. Or, likewise, that the story of the Tower of Babel was given as an explanation 

as to why there were so many people on the earth with so many different languages between them. The 

story was written to explain the pre-existing observation, many would argue.  

But where does that leave us, if indeed the scripture is God-breathed and useful for teaching, rebuking, 

correcting and training in righteousness as the second letter to Timothy says?   

The story of the tower of Babel seems to present a God that is threatened (and petty). People are 

becoming too powerful. They are getting along too well. Reaching up to the heavens. And they will be 

able to achieve even greater things if they work together. So God messes things up. Confuses them. 

Makes it difficult. Scatters them all over the land and makes them unable to understand each other. 

This doesn’t sound like the actions of the same God who, through the prophets, speaks to the people of 

Israel in the diaspora, promising to bring them back to their own land where they will be comfortable 

and familiar again. God has to undo the damage that God caused at Babel? That doesn’t make sense.  

So what is really happening at Babel? Is cooperation bad? Is achieving things together bad? Was God 

actually threatened? 

And is this “problem”, whatever if might have been, resolved at Pentecost? 

It is helpful to be able to consider these two stories side-by-side.  

In Babel, the whole world was one people with one language. Cooperation is not bad…but this people 

were restricted to one place. They hadn’t yet seen the world. They hadn’t spread out. They didn’t know 

all of the world that God had created.  

They were not unified so much as uniform. The same. They were not just cooperating—they were 

complacent.  

So on that first Christian Pentecost, the story of the tower of Babel was not undone. It wasn’t just that 

people could understand what was being spoken—there wasn’t a new universal language so that they 

could all be one again. Each person heard the message in their own language. They were each reminded 

of their own area of the world where they had come from. God had brought them together in 

Jerusalem—but God wasn’t devaluing their time elsewhere. This wasn’t a plan to create uniformity 

again, but to create unity in the midst of their diversity. Each person heard a message unique to them 



and to their background. This was not a message restricted to a particular people in a particular place. It 

was not the common language of the empire and not the language of worship in Jerusalem (even 

though they had gathered there for worship for a festival). But the message was that the Holy Spirit has 

descended to all people in all places—you heard it here first, but it applies everywhere. To all people in 

all places.  

The people who had been scattered were once again united—but each continued to bring their unique 

experience and background. Just like we today gather in Burnaby and worship in the language of 

English—but the power of the Holy Spirt in not restricted to this place and this language. The message of 

Pentecost and of the Holy Spirit is a message that is for all people of all places. And our diversity is a gift! 

As Jesus promised, the Holy Spirit has descended, filling us with power to proclaim God’s deeds of 

power—to all peoples of all nations and languages. And the message is meant for all to receive it where 

they are and as they are. God recognizes the values that each person and each perspective brings. That 

we are stronger in our diversity. That, united together, in the power of God, nothing might be 

impossible for us. Because, through God, all things are possible. 

Jesus told his disciples, “I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Father may be glorified in the 

Son. If in my name you ask me for anything, I will do it.” 

And so, in obedience to his command, in the name of Jesus we pray: “Come holy Spirit, come. Renew 

the face of the earth. Touch our lips that we may proclaim your word. Make us agents of peace and 

ministers of wholeness. Give life to the dry bones of this exiled age. Make us a living people, holy and 

free. Strengthen us in the risk of faith. Come Holy Spirit, come.” 


