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(Thanks for having me here… when I teach I often end up preaching, and when I preach, 
I often end up teaching—two professional hazards and cross-pollinations—and I hope 
my preaching overcomes my teaching this morning.) 

 
A few days ago, I was having dinner in an apartment in Nizhny Novgorod, Russia with a 

professor who specializes in Russian politics and religion—that is, the ways that politics and 

religion affect one another in Russia.  Professor Olga Konstantinovna is an atheist and a 

communist.  Yet she has such deep solidarity with, and affection for, the Baptists of Russia, who 

have a history of horrible persecution there, that after spending time with them for research in 

the 1980s, they still invite her to their events.  I do not speak Russian and Olga does not speak 

English.  So, two students who were taking a class from me while I was teaching there, set up 

the meeting and volunteered to translate.  They wanted to know what I thought of Olga’s ideas 

(since one of my research areas is the relationship of religion and politics in the US)—and they 

wanted to know what Olga thought of my ideas.  So, as the evening went on, our conversation 

became more and more intense and complicated.  The students became more and more vexed 

about how to translate certain terms and concepts.  At one point, they decided to divide the 

labor.  One would translate English into Russian and the other would translate Russian into 

English.  But it was labor intensive, complex, and demanding for them.  Often, I would spend 

three minutes saying something, and it would take ten minutes to get translated, and the same 

thing the other way: Olga spending one fifth the time saying something that it took to translate.  

Several times the translators argued with one another vociferously (it was ok, they were 

friends, so nothing more was at stake than accuracy)—and Olga and I just smiled at each other, 

with some delight or dismay at what we had started.  At one point, Olga and I argued about 

something for 45 minutes, only to find out we weren’t arguing at all.  I misunderstood her, then 

she misunderstood me, and the whole conversation spun away from what we both meant.  It 

took a lot of work and time to get that misunderstanding back on track, and it was about an 

important matter as well.  It would have been tragic for us to end the conversation thinking we 

disagreed about this (it was about the role of violence in national identity and patriotism).  

Toward the end of the evening, near midnight, we agreed to continue our conversation and 

look into doing some research and writing together, but we needed translators, of course!  The 

students eagerly volunteered to do it. 
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I was in Russia teaching a class in human rights, democratic theory and democratization, 

conflict theory, and conflict transformation and peacebuilding.  Relations between the US and 

Russia are at their lowest point since the Cold War.  And if we are to even have peace in this 

world, it is crucial that we understand one another.  And you know what?  It is hard to 

understand one another! 

 

The beginning of the Hebrew Bible, or as we Christians call it, the Old Testament, presents us 

with a set of etiologies, that is, stories that explain universal phenomena and experiences we 

have that are complex and challenging.  For example, in Genesis 11.1-9, we have a story about 

why it is that human beings have come to speak different languages.  The story connects this 

fact about us to our pride and sin, and our displacement of God from the accounts we give of 

our powers and achievements.  Human beings becoming proud and self-oriented, self-

referential, self-centered, shoving God aside, as it were, as a correlation to this rise in pride—

this is a story humanity has known from the beginning.  I just came from three weeks of 

constant reminders about the many tragic and evil Soviet mistakes—including the deaths of 50 

million citizens of the Soviet Union by Stalin, simply to keep the re-creation of civilization on 

track.  But we in the US have our own examples of collective pride that has brought death to 

millions; and no civilization, culture, or society is entirely absent this God-displacing and God-

displeasing pride.  There is a story about it in Genesis because it is a fact about us as human 

beings and human societies, cultures, traditions, and institutions, that goes back to the 

beginning.   

 

Because today is Pentecost Sunday, and the miracle of the Holy Spirit’s powerful presence in 

this part of the story is the gift of understanding everyone— given to everyone— is the Gospel’s 

good news answer to the bad news forecast in Genesis 11— it is the relationship of this sin of 

pride and self-confidence to the loss of communication and the fragmentation and division of 

human beings, that interests us.  That is, if our inability to communicate and understand one 

another is intrinsically a consequence of our pride and God-displacing self-confidence, then the 

outpouring of the Holy Spirit is a direct answer to this sin of pride and self-confidence.  The 

communication and understanding the Spirit gives us is also the gift of empathy, compassion, 

justice, love, peace, and hope. Because we can have none of these gifts without communication 

and understanding.  Notice that in English, “communication” is closely related to “community.”  

 

I have a friend, one of the world’s foremost peacebuilders, who was in a hotel in Latin America 

where he was engaged in a peacebuilding mission, on the morning of September 11, 2001.  As 

he saw images of the twin towers falling and listened to discussion about this as a terrorist 

attack, he turned to prayer.  As he prayed, God reminded him that our inabilities to 
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communicate with one another are obstacles to peace.  As he prayed, he realized that a friend 

and fellow church member was the founder and CEO of Rosetta Stone.  He realized that radical 

violent Muslims recruit, and that we needed to build up a conversational capacity between 

possible recruits and those in the West who are often seen (and not without some justification), 

as enemies.  John Paul knew then and there, in that prayer, that he would ask his friend to put 

Rosetta Stone programs for Arabic in every high school in the United States.  I do not know, at 

this point, how many have been distributed, but I do know thousands of them have been.   

 

God pours God’s very self out upon this strange gaggle of diverse human beings at this first 

Pentecost after the death and resurrection of Jesus the Christ—and amazing and important 

things happen as a consequence—I encourage you to read all of Acts chapter 2 and keep 

reading, at least through chapter 7.  But the very first thing written down in this chronological 

narrative about the consequences of God’s Spirit poured out on the people, is this fact of the 

inability to communicate being defeated by the gift of communication and understanding. 

 

The fact is, we human beings are made by words.  We are, as the philosopher Alasdair 

MacIntyre puts it, “story telling animals.”  We cannot think, conceptualize, dream or imagine, or 

form an identity, let alone communicate, without narrative.  Without words, our apprehension 

of reality is stunted.  The Himba people of Namibia have no word for “blue” in their language.  

Do you know what happens when they look at blue and green squares printed on white paper?  

They only see green squares.1   

 

It is not coincidental that YHWH speaks2 all of creation into existence, and that John tells us 

then when God “tore open the heavens and came down” to us (Isaiah 64.1), “The Word 

became flesh.”  John here refers to God as “The Word.”  We do not have time to unpack this 

Greek term and compare it to ancient Greek philosophical systems, etc., so as to contextualize 

it, but for our purposes this morning, it is easy enough to see how crucial and irreducible the 

concept of words is to us as Christians and as human beings.  When God as Spirit (cf. John 4.24) 

pours Godself out upon the people gathered in Jerusalem this first post-resurrection Pentecost, 

God is engaged in a work of re-creation.  Creation, again.  A new reality is birthed.  New ways of 

thinking, of imagining, of being, are given birth.  New identities are given.  Creation, again.  We 

are reminded of Paul’s words to the church in Corinth, “if anyone is in Christ, there is a new 

creation; everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!” (2 Cor. 5.17).  

                                                      
1 Radiolab, “Colors: Why Isn’t the Sky Blue?” WNYC Radio, National Public Radio podcast: 
www.radiolab.org/story/211119-colors/December 14, 2015 
2 Logos can also be translated “voice,” which takes us into additional conceptual territory (we 
cannot explore here). 

http://www.radiolab.org/story/211119-colors/December
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Re-creation in a style exactly opposite that of Stalin’s: not re-creation by death and fear, but re-

creation by life and love.   

 

In his magisterial account of humankind’s violence and the political salvation we can find from 

this violence, Leviathan, the 17th century philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) argues that  

the only escape from our violence is to use words.3  He does this in one of the most influential 

and important political texts of the western tradition, using about 400 pages to do it. But this is 

what we tell our children isn’t it?  We say, when little children hit, or throw, or cry: “use words.”  

We need words to be human, authentically, deeply human.  Made in God’s image, that is, to 

image God—we echo and embody God-likeness when we use words, when we communicate, 

when we understand.  Our re-creation by the Word, at Pentecost, is the beginning of a newness 

which is radical upon the earth.  Babel can be buried.  Babel can be overcome.  We are not 

doomed to Babel.  We can communicate, understand, empathize, live out of compassion, grace, 

love, and hope, because God gives us new identities and capacities. 

 

There is a metaphor for this used in the New Testament, and it is wine.  We think of Jesus’ 

miracle at the wedding in Cana, where he changes water into wine (John 2.1-11).  We think of 

Jesus’ words about how old wineskins cannot contain new wine (Mt 9.14-17; Mk 2.20-22; Lk 

5.33-39), and how this metaphor for the Spirit’s display of powerful, generative, good news 

breaks the old forms of human being and doing that are not yet transformed by the re-creation 

of God.  And, of course, we think of this each and every time we share the eucharist, and enter 

into communion (also related to “communication”) with God and one another.  

 

In today’s Pentecost story, when everyone speaks his or her language, and it gets chaotic and 

wondrous all at the same time, someone says, “They are full of wine and drunk!” (.13).  Peter 

says, “No they’re not!... This is the start of something new!... It is that time about which we 

were told, when God would ‘pour out his Spirit’”(.14-17).  Peter said, “The time is now and it’s 

happening here!  God no longer will simply share Godself with special persons, like a Moses or a 

David or a Jeremiah, but rather all people can be connected directly to God, and “prophesy”—

which is to say, speak the truth that builds up rather than tears down.  Speak the truth that is 

good news, not more bad news.  Speak the truth of re-creation and peace, overcoming Babel.  

Peter said in effect, “These people are not drunk on wine as you think,” rather they are drunk 

on the new wine of the Spirit, the transformative, generative, Love (1 John 4.8) that fuels the 

universe and is now fueling these people into Babel-defeating communication and 

understanding.  This is stage one.  Peace and hope are on the way.”  To continue reading in Acts 

                                                      
3 See Phillip Pettit, Made with Words: Hobbes on Language, Mind, and Politics (Princeton 
University Press, 2008) 
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chapter 2 and beyond is to catch a glimpse of what the Spirit of God was getting underway.  

This includes great healing and economic egalitarianism, just to mention two of God’s directives 

for us.   

 

Of course, these people were in wonder.  And of course, some of them were afraid and 

confused.  The good news of the gospel, understanding, peace, and hope can be a powerful jolt 

to the system—our cultural, religious, and political systems.  Our proud, ego-driven, self-

centered systems.  Our Babel systems.  We get so used to fear, suspicion, cultural and structural 

violence, injustice, and pride, that we are afraid and confused by the alternative, which in a 

word, we can call grace and peace, or just, Love. 

 

In short, the outpouring of the Spirit we read about in Acts 2 is a description of life in the Spirit, 

the way we are to live each day.  We will not understand one another in exactly the same 

miraculous way that these people did.  But when we do the hard work of communication, of 

listening and learning, of compassion and peacebuilding, understanding is no less miraculous.  

Moments ago, I mentioned Jesus’ miracle at Cana, changing water into wine.  Soren 

Kierkegaard said that we have performed a miracle much more powerful than that of Jesus.  

Whereas he changed water into wine, we have managed to change the wine back into water.  

Kierkegaard, the Christian, was essentially agreeing with Frederick Nietzsche, the atheist, when 

Nietzsche wrote that we have “killed God.”4  The exciting challenge of reading about the power 

of God in the lives of other communities is to imagine better ways to embody and transmit that 

same power through our own.  The Christian church has often been precisely what Kierkegaard 

and Nietzsche observed:  empty, tasteless, banal, dead, and deadly.  But God’s Pentecost power 

is every bit as available to us as it was to the first Christians about whom we read in the Acts of 

the Apostles.  We too are called to be agents of exciting communication, understanding, peace, 

hope, and love.  And that is good news—even wondrous news—is it not?    

 

Amen!       

 

 

 
 

                                                      
4 In Nietzsche, “The Mad Man” The Gay Science, section 25. 


