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Pentecost Sunday

“How High Can We Go?”
For nearly the entire 11 years I’ve been a minister member of the Presbytery Giddings-Lovejoy I’ve served on the Congregational Development Team.  I currently serve as the moderator.  We are charged with the task of helping churches redevelop, to start new churches, and to assist with church closures.  These days, we’re closing an awful lot of churches, with more looming on the horizon.  
When a church closes, the presbytery forms an Administrative Commission.  The commission functions as the church’s session and works with the remaining members to dispose of the church’s furnishings, sell the property, and disperse any other remaining assets.  We also help them plan a final worship service and provide pastoral care for the members.

I’m currently serving on one of these commissions.  We had our first meeting at the church that is closing so we could take a tour, assess what kind of condition the building is in, and see what furnishings are left.  I’d never been to the church before, and was surprised when I drove up to see a neat and tidy church in the middle of a neat and tidy neighborhood, for you see many of the churches that close are in bad disrepair, often mirroring the neighborhood in which they reside.  Across the street from the church was a deli and coffee shop.  People were sitting outside, enjoying the day.

After introductions were made, the church member who serves on the commission gave us a tour of the place.  He grew up in the church but had moved away as an adult.  But recently he had returned, hoping to help turn the ship around.

As he gave us the tour, he’d comment on various things.  “We had the hallway painted a couple years ago.  We put new carpet down in this room.  We spent $25,000 fixing the elevator a couple years ago.  We shut off this part of the building so we wouldn’t have to heat and cool it.  A local theater group uses our Fellowship Hall.  They put on 6 shows a year; they’re quite good!  The sanctuary seats around 300; we used to have 3 services on Sundays.  We built the education wing in the 60s; it was full of kids.  We had some young couples who started to come and they re-did the nursery, but then they stopped coming.  They said they didn’t have time to commit.”  
The information was valuable because it gave us a snapshot of that church’s life.  A snapshot that made me think, “What happened?”  The church was in good shape; it’s in a good neighbor; the theater group that uses its facility is thriving; they even have enough money to really try to make a go of it.  

But they don’t have enough people.  And even if they did have people, they would need the right kind of people; the kind of people who are willing to work hard and are willing to change, because church redevelopment takes a long time-years, really-and it requires change, because the old way of doing things just don’t work anymore.  And by they way, if I hadn’t said it lately, you all are to be commended for working hard and willing to change.  With the exception of Wood River in IL, you’re the only church the presbytery has merged to survive.  So thank you, for working hard, I know it wasn’t easy.  But most of all, thank you for being willing to adapt.  
The people who built the tower of Babel that you heard Becky read to you, weren’t so willing.  Adapting and changing were not in their lexicon.  Staying put and comfortable, however, were.  But staying put and being comfortable weren’t in God’s lexicon.  God didn’t see much advantage in the people staying put and staying comfortable, so God decided to go come down here and shake things up a bit.
Now, at first glance, there is really nothing wrong with what the people decide to do.  After all, they’ve been moving hither and yon since, literally, the very beginning.  All they want is a place to rest their heads and call home.  And they aren’t the first people who want this.  Way back in chapter 4, Cain wants to build a home for his wife and children.  He wants a place where they can stay a while instead of moving back and forth all of the time.  We all want a place to call home!  And God, I believe, wants us to have a home.
So again, on the surface, there is really nothing wrong with the people deciding they’re going to build a tower.  Building towers was common in Babylon, as was the practice of building temples.  The temples at that time resembled pyramids, and they provided a means for people to talk to God or their gods.  The priest would serve as a go-between with the people and the gods and would have to go to the temple’s top in order to speak to the gods.  In many ways it’s very similar to what Moses did on Mount Sinai when he climbed the mountain to meet God and receive the 10 Commandments.

So building the tower itself wasn’t a problem.  But the motivation for the building tower was a problem.  God looked down, saw they were one people with one language, heard that they were going to build this tower so they could take up residence there and live in their nice, homogeneous community and decided, Nah, I don’t think so. 
God could already see that staying in one place wouldn’t be good for the people.  They’d never learn anything new.  They’d get in a rut.  Their worldview would be isolated and insular.  And God doesn’t want that for the people.  God wants diversity.  God wants us to learn new things and try new things.  God doesn’t want us to get stuck in a rut.  As the writer Annie Dillard once said, “God loves pizzazz!”  So God looked down and said, “Yeah, no.”  And confused the peoples’ language and scattered them hither and yon and took them right out of their comfort zone.  God did not want them to settle down and stay in one place.
Speaking of staying in one place, this past week, I spent two entire days cleaning, sorting, and going through my closet and the girls’ rooms and literally moving things from 1 place to another.  I read just recently the average woman spends 1 hour a day looking stuff, which prompted Julia to say, “Well Mommy that means you have the other 23 to relax.”  The kids can sometimes panic when I go on a sorting and cleaning spree because it means things will get tossed.  But not this time.  NO, this time it was me who didn’t want to let go.  I had a mound of clothes on my bed that I haven’t worn in years and probably never will wear.  So, I packed them up, tossed them into my car with other things that needed to go to Goodwill, and took off.  But after I gave the guy all my stuff, I had second thoughts.  Maybe I’ll wear that again, I thought.  Maybe I really do need that.  Hey, can I have those two big bags back, I asked the guy.  Sure, he said.  And tossed them into my car.

Which meant I was driving around with a bunch of old clothes I was never wear again and were now taking up space in the trunk of my car, all because I couldn’t let go of them; didn’t want to part with them; didn’t want to acknowledge that it’s really time to let go of that old navy dress, no matter how much I like it because I shouldn’t be wearing it 4 children and 15 years later.
After writing this sermon I took all of my stuff back to Goodwill, and even though I had a bit of nostalgia for some of those clothes, I knew it was the right thing to do.  It was a little rut, but it was my rut, and I didn’t want to be stuck in it any longer.

If this story and Pentecost Sunday teach us anything, it’s that God doesn’t want us, or our churches, to get stuck in a rut.  God doesn’t want us to get too comfortable.  The Holy Spirit that came rushing down on the disciples that first Pentecost, the one we hear about in the story from Acts, is not a spirit of gentleness-despite what the lovely hymn says.  This is a spirit that comes rushing in like a violent wind; not a pretty image, is it?  Think of all the tornadoes that have struck this year.  Those violent winds left destruction in their wake and changed things forever.

That is what the Holy Spirit does.  Without the Holy Spirit, the disciples could have gone back to their old day jobs and comfortable routines. I can almost hearing James and John explaining, "Sure, it was a wild and crazy three-year-ride, and that Jesus sure was a heck of a guy, but maybe we needed to get that out of our system before we could settle down and take on Dad's business." But once the Spirit comes, that return to normalcy is no longer an option. They will now be propelled throughout the ancient world to herald the unlikely message that God has redeemed the world through an itinerant preacher from the backwaters of Palestine who was executed for treason and blasphemy.  As one person wrote, “The Holy Spirit, take note, doesn't solve the disciples' problems, it creates them.”  (www.workingpreacher.org, “Dear Working Preacher: Pentecost Paradoxes”)

As I was out and about this past week, thinking of the Holy Spirit and all the images we have of her-from a violent wind to tongues of fire, I started to liken the Holy Spirit to those darn cicadas.  Loud, swarming, won’t leave us alone, tag along with us, bothering us, sometimes causing us to run inside for safety, but necessary to the circle of life and for some a symbol of rebirth.

Today we will ordain and install new officers, which is always a favorite day of mine.  Like all officers that have been installed and ordained in the life of this church, they don’t have the option of getting comfortable and living in a rut, because when that starts to happen the next thing you know you turn around and a few year later say, “What happened?”, just like I did with that church that is closing.  And as we see today in both of our stories, getting comfortable and settling down is not an option with God.  
Pentecost is the promise that God is not yet done with us, that God is still working, and that God expects great things from us.  If God was done with us, why would God send the Holy Spirit?  Jesus could have been the final word.  But even Jesus said he wasn’t the final word but would send us the Holy Spirit to guide us.  And that’s what the Holy Spirit is; it’s God in the here and now, sent to us to guide us and nurture us and sometimes scatter us.

Maybe God knew this, and that’s why God looked around and decide, “Nah, this isn’t good for the future.”  And scattered them all and confused their language, forcing them to keep on moving, because God knows that this isolationist, “we have a monopoly on God” attitude, just won’t do.  How can a community possibly multiply with an attitude like that?  For one thing they refuse to spread out, and for another, who would want to join them?  

So, it’s really an act of love that God comes down, and places limits on them.  Now they have no choice but to spread out and care for creation and everything in it.  And that’s a good thing.

There’s an old Jewish folktale about the Tower of Babel.  It’s a story about Jacob the Baker who encounters an old woman along a forest path and asks for her help in navigating this unfamiliar road. She questions why he would ask an old and lonely woman for help, fearing that she has no assistance to give him.

Fear, said Jacob, turning back to the woman, fear makes us not only less than we might be but less than we think we are. Faith reminds us we should doubt our fears.

Jacob motioned to the path ahead of them. Perhaps we can lean on each other for a while.

The woman laughed out loud. How can I be a support to you?

Ah, that is not so difficult, said Jacob. You see, the difference between a Tower of Babel and a tower of strength is the difference between those who live to make themselves more and those who know the way to heaven is in making others more.  (Noah benShea, Jacob's Journey (New York: Villard Books, 1991), 37
We celebrate Pentecost today, the day when God came down yet again, but this time instead of scattering the people, God gathers the people.  And all those languages that divided the people at Babel, now become something that unifies them.  
At Pentecost the Spirit comes down and blows around and everyone starts speaking in different tongues.  It’s not a curse-it’s the beginning of the church.  And the people feed and need each other.  When the church is the church, it’s more like the wind that blows through the tower than it is like that humans laying brick upon brick.
Thanks be to God.

Amen.

the story of the Tower of Babel, recreated in parts of the world and even some churches thousands of years later, which is somewhat ironic since the story isn’t about a specific tower or group, but is a typical story about humankind’s self-reliance and self-importance.

I also think there is a deep irony in humor of God needing to come down to see a tower with its top in the heavens.  

Now, I know that a traditional understanding of this passage likes to portray God as this insanely jealous deity who feels threatened by the people’s building project.  It’s almost like God is saying, “Uh-oh, there they go again trying to get by without me.  We’ll, I won’t have any of that.”  So God comes down from heaven and squashes their building project. 

Because it’s not easy to adapt.  It means change.  It means leaving the comfort and security of life as you know it, even if that life isn’t working too well, and moving into a new life where the future is uncertain.  That’s not easy, for anyone or any congregation.  If change were easy, I don’t think we would be closing as many churches.  Presbyterians excel at many things, but change isn’t one of them.  Our history is deep and rich and ripe for nostalgia.  And even though we say our denomination is reformed and always reforming, we sometimes have trouble with the always reforming part.  It’s not that we aren’t fine and wonderful people, if I may say so myself, we are.  
The first 11 chapters of Genesis are referred to as primeval history.  This is the history of everything that happened from the beginning of time, from the moment God created the heavens and the earth, as it says.  Abraham and all of the other patriarchs haven’t even come on the scene.  God is still written about in anthropomorphic language.  God walks in the Garden of Eden and comes down to the people at Babel to see what they’ve built.  God is also living among other gods.  In the Garden of Eden story God says, “Adam must not be like us”.  In chapter 6 there is a very, very odd story about the sons of God procreating with the daughters of men.  It’s all very primeval, almost mythological, if you will.  And in the Babel story God says, “Let us go down”.  This is a God who seeks advice from a divine council, the “us” in the “us” language.  It’s nothing like the God of Abraham or Moses that we hear and learn about later.   

And the one thing all these early stories have in common is that they are essentially about conflicts between humans and the divine.  People want to do one thing, and God wants them to do another.  From the story of the Garden of Eden, to Cain killing Abel, to the sons of God procreating with the daughters of men, to the flood, the story of the Tower of Babel is simply the last in line. 

