
1 

 

Redirecting the Learning Curve 
Preached by 

 Rev. Dr. Linda Even 
United Church of Fayetteville 

Pentecost 
June 9, 2019 

 
For Reflection:   "A bottomless pit of violence, a Tower of Babel where all are speakers and no hearers." 
                                                                                                                                                            Alexander Smith 
Hebrew Scripture :  Genesis 11:1-9   
 
Now the whole earth had one language and the same words. And as they migrated from the east, they 
came upon a plain in the land of Shinar and settled there.  And they said to one another, “Come, let us 
make bricks, and burn them thoroughly.” And they had brick for stone, and bitumen for mortar. 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; otherwise we shall be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth.”  
 
The LORD came down to see the city and the tower, which mortals had built. 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; nothing 
that they propose to do will now be impossible for them. Come, let us go down, and confuse their language 
there, so that they will not understand one another’s speech.” So the LORD scattered them abroad from 
there over the face of all the earth, and they left off building the city. 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.  
 
A Reading from the Book of Acts :  Acts 2:1-21 
 
When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. Suddenly a sound like the blowing of 
a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting.  They saw what 
seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them.  All of them were filled with 
the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them. 
 Now there were staying in Jerusalem God-fearing Jews from every nation under heaven.  When they heard 
this sound, a crowd came together in bewilderment, because each one heard their own language being 
spoken.  Utterly amazed, they asked: “Aren’t all these who are speaking Galileans? Then how is it that each 
of us hears them in our native language?  Parthians, Medes and Elamites; residents of Mesopotamia, Judea 
and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia,  Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya near Cyrene; visitors 
from Rome (both Jews and converts to Judaism); Cretans and Arabs—we hear them declaring the wonders 
of God in our own tongues!”  Amazed and perplexed, they asked one another, “What does this mean?” 
 
Some, however, made fun of them and said, “They have had too much wine.” 
Then Peter stood up with the Eleven, raised his voice and addressed the crowd: “Fellow Jews and all of you 
who live in Jerusalem, let me explain this to you; listen carefully to what I say.  These people are not drunk, 
as you suppose. It’s only nine in the morning! No, this is what was spoken by the prophet Joel: 
“‘In the last days, God says, 
    I will pour out my Spirit on all people. 
Your sons and daughters will prophesy, 
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    your young men will see visions, 
    your old men will dream dreams. 
Even on my servants, both men and women, 
    I will pour out my Spirit in those days, 
    and they will prophesy. 
I will show wonders in the heavens above 
    and signs on the earth below, 
    blood and fire and billows of smoke. 
 The sun will be turned to darkness 
    and the moon to blood 
    before the coming of the great and glorious day of the Lord. 
 And everyone who calls 
    on the name of the Lord will be saved.'" 
 
Sermon:  Redirecting the Learning Curve  
 While we may not realize, these two apparently very different stories – the "Tower of Babel" and 
report of the first Pentecost are often paired readings on this day of celebration in the life of the church.  
 The first is a tale of human arrogance – arrogance oddly based on people's ability to cooperate 
because they had one language and understood one another easily.  So it was, that people could do so 
much together they began to think that either they didn't need God, or that they could be God.   They 
discovered, as Adam and Eve did before them, that the line between humanity and divinity cannot be 
crossed.  Ultimately, that arrogance was their downfall and they were scattered into many peoples who 
could no longer understand one another or work together – no doubt fomenting the many disagreements 
and wars we have experienced in the aftermath.      
 That was the way of the world until eons later, when God decided after the witness, the ministry, 
the sacrifice and the new life of Christ that perhaps humans might both understand one another and still 
recognize their need for God.   With that divine determination came the gift of the Spirit poured out on all 
God's daughters and sons, a promise first revealed by the prophet Joel.   People of many languages, nations 
and ethnicities found themselves miraculously able to understand the Word of God and God's purposes for 
the world, regardless of the language in which it was preached.   (The closest thing to that moment we can 
likely experience would be an international gathering with simultaneous translations in many languages 
pouring into our earbuds.) 
 On Pentecost, by the power of God, people were once again able to understand one another or to 
understand one another in a new way.  While it is reported as a momentary experience, our faithful 
understanding is that the Spirit is a gift for all time and is alive in the church, the Word and the world today.  
With it, all kinds of possibilities spread out before the humans for ministries of reconciliation, justice, mercy 
and hope.  
 The millennia have passed between that Pentecost and this one.  We have to wonder whether, as 
God's people, we are moving forward from the gift of Pentecost or circling back to the days of Babel.  We 
don't build our towers of burnt brick.  We build them of an outpouring of data we have no capacity to 
process meaningfully, towers of technology, of investments and savings, of homes turned into fortresses, 
and the valuing of blood above the whole human family.  In fear that we have been left to our own devices, 
we build our Babels higher and higher, so that we can pretend we don't need God.   
 God doesn't have to tip our towers over.  Our own fear and intransigence does it.  We still speak 
many languages, and many of us have some capacity to speak more than one language.  Yet even when we 
share one language, our towns and cities and nations are being torn apart by what can seem an almost 
willful refusal to understand another point of view.  Sometimes we don't care if our language hurts or 
wounds.  At other times, we cannot discern between hate language and careless language.  We refuse to 
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acknowledge there might be a difference between an honest mistake and the intentional tearing of the 
fabric of the human community.  We often forget how to make authentic apologies and refuse to atone.  
Instead, we rely on the fake apologies of "I am sorry if you were hurt;"  craft the injured party as 
emotionally defective; or express sorrow merely that we were called on the behavior – not for actually 
engaging in it.   
 Equally as concerning for a people of faith, when someone does make a heartfelt apology, and 
atone, we withhold forgiveness, reconciliation and restoration to the community, sometime for decades – 
keeping the sinner in an endless hamster wheel of apology that allows no possibility for growth or progress 
in rebuilding the human family.        
 The placement of these two texts alongside one another requires us to consider whether we are 
living out the promise of Pentecost, and the gift of the Spirit, on an upward learning curve toward the full 
humanity it makes possible.  Or whether our learning curve has reached a peak and is now sliding back 
toward the days of old, when we think we can climb to heaven on our own works and don't need God or 
other people.    
 If we don't honestly assess where we are, we forfeit the capacity to allow ourselves to be claimed 
and reclaimed by the power of the Spirit in our day and age.  If we allow ourselves to be overwhelmed and 
discouraged by where we see ourselves, then we forget that the gift of the Spirit to all God's sons and 
daughters was not a one-time outpouring on a few people a long time ago.  Rather it is the ever-pouring 
gift of God on all people, including on us in this day and this time.   Pentecost is not a day in history once 
upon a time, but a way of life sustained by the living God for all time.  Every time we celebrate Pentecost 
we are invited and reminded it is always possible to make ourselves vulnerable and open to the Spirit.  The 
Spirit can renew and transform us and the lives we live, just as it did for people long ago.   By its power, our 
learning curve can be redirected upward toward the full humanity God dreams for all people. By its power, 
we might be renewed in our vision and commitment to being partners in God's reconciling ministry in the 
world.  On this Pentecost, let our hope be rekindled and our sense of purpose restored, as together we sing 
Hymn 135 God, whose purpose is to kindle. 
 
Prayer for Others and Ourselves                                                            

Loving God:  In every season, in every moment of every day we need you.  Sometimes we are more 
aware of our need than others.  At those times we make space for you.  We seek you.  We reach out to 
touch you hoping to be made well. 

Touch us now Lord, in the needy places we can name:   
Where we are sick of mind and body, touch us and those who care for us, giving us the 

strength to endure and the hope to work for healing. 
Where we are afraid -- afraid of being alone, afraid of doing the right thing, afraid of 

starting a new job or going off to school, touch us with the courage found in knowing you are with us 
working your purposes in every circumstance.   
    Where we are glad -- touch our celebrations with the knowledge that you have made us for 
joy and laughter and love, so that all the world can see your hope for our lives. 

Touch us too Lord, in the needy places we speak less easily:    Where we focus on the 
actions of famous people far away, touch our eyes so that we might see the pain we inflict on those around 
us or to the pain of those in our own lives which we ignore.  Having given us vision, grant us the courage to 
make a change, working for your justice and your healing in this place. 

Where we live lives limited by our fears of being vulnerable, limited by the risk of 
embarrassment, limited by a history of hurt and suffering, touch us with hope for the future, so that we 
might now our God who is always doing a new thing, is doing a new thing even in us.  

All this we pray in the name of your Son, who taught us to pray together saying:  Our Father ...   


