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The account of Babel and its tower concludes a four-part series of primordial stories found in the early pages of scripture. This is not history, but, rather, a way to tell a truth about human beings and about our God. The series starts with the Garden of Eden, then goes to Cain and Abel, then to the Great Flood, and finally to “a plain in the land of Shinar,” where a new city called Babel is built, with “a tower with its top in the heavens.”  

The other stories in Genesis name characters – Adam and Eve, their two sons, Noah and his family. In Babel there are no individuals; instead, we hear of “the whole earth,” or “mortals,” or “one people.” The storyteller wants us to see every human being, even ourselves, you and I, as the actors in the drama that is Babel. The ancient story gives perspective on living faithfully today.

The recurring theme in each of these ancient narratives is the sin of humankind and the resulting punishment from God. Eat the apple? You must leave the Garden. Kill your brother? You must leave your family and wander the earth. Disobey God and live in wickedness? You must perish in a Great Flood. 

And now, with Babel, the crime and punishment motif continues, at least as the story has been traditionally interpreted: try to be like God with that tall tower in the heavens and with only one language that you all understand that gives you great power? You will be scattered across the globe for your hubris, and you will bear the curse of a confusing array of languages.

A closer reading, however, suggests something else is at work here. Scholars of the Hebrew Bible – both Jewish and Christian – are beginning to see a different, more neutral dynamic in the text. There is no reference to sin or disobedience here. God shows no anger in the account. Rather than view it as another sin and punishment narrative, we can see Babel as a way the ancients accounted for the variety of languages and cultures on the earth. Ethnic diversity, in this view, is a gift from God not a punishment for sin. 

In the story we meet a God who sees the people of Babel building a vast city to seal themselves off from the world around them. God opposes the notion of one culture and a single language, and chooses instead “to mix” the tongues of the people – not “confuse,” as most translations say, but, to mix; the Hebrew verb would be used to describe what happens in a recipe. Then God sends them out “to fill the earth” – which was God’s original design for Creation and the creature. Scholar Ted Heibert says, “The Babel story is not the last great human sin of the primeval age ... but rather the beginning of the new age in which God recreates the earth and its peoples.” (Quoted by John Dart, “Is the Tower of Babel Wobbling?” Christian Century, August 7, 2007)

Diversity is not the negative result of sin, but the joyful reality of God’s intention for us.
Ancient cities often were constructed around a central fortress-temple. The tower in the story most likely points to a part-religious, part-military attempt to secure the city. Babel is fortified to insulate it from contact with other powers, both religious and military. Professor Heibert says, “The central interest in the opening part of this story is the homogeneity of human culture… and humanity’s interest in preserving it.” (“The Tower of Babel and the Origin of the World's Cultures,” Journal of Biblical Literature, Spring 2007)

God will have nothing of it. In the response of the Almighty to the construction of Babel we learn that God desires that there be interaction, openness, interface, diversity, growth of cultural and ethnic and linguistic variety – and even, perhaps, religious difference. Since human beings appear incapable of doing this themselves, God does it for them.  For us. We were created for community, for life among the different families of the earth, not for fearful isolation from one another. 

In dispersing the people from a single, walled-in religious and cultural system, God destroys the symbolic power of the tower as an image for human life. Faithful living does not happen in a closed, fortified system; it occurs out in the open, in a grand mixing of the peoples of the earth, complete with their dazzling range of language and religion and culture.

The problem with Babel is not a supposed attempt by human beings to reach the heavens and be like God. It is the desire of humanity to be locked into one language, into one culture, into one place, even maybe into one religion. Get out of the tower, God says. Leave the closed city. Tear down the walls that divide. Release your fear. Let go of religiosity that insists on its own way and no other. Stop living as if you were the only game in town.

The story of Babel challenges the towers and the walled-in places of our lives. It confronts our tendency to see our culture as central and to view our religion as superior and to see our perspective as the only one that matters. God’s action at Babel invites us to search for images other than a tower to symbolize the divine intention for human life. On this World Communion Sunday, why not the table? Jesus himself says that the reign of God is like a banquet to which all people will be invited. 

Towers are for hiding in, for defending ourselves, for protecting and projecting ourselves, for making ourselves bigger than we are, for cutting off our neighbors, for warding off strangers, for controlling our world. We build towers because we are afraid or because we are insecure. Towers are used for war.

Tables, on the other hand, are for gathering. They are open, they invite. They can always accommodate more people. They offer life and food and fellowship. Tables are used to make peace and to enjoy it with others.

Some of you will remember the attempts 40 years ago to open a peace conference in Paris among those involved in the war in Vietnam. The talks were stalled for weeks because the fighting parties could not agree on the shape of the table at which they were going to sit. Would it be round or square or rectangular? Once seated at the table together, it would be hard to continue the killing from their respective towers.

“Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies.” I always assumed that line from Psalm 23 was meant as a kind of mocking of the enemy, a flaunting of the power of my God over yours. Maybe the table is set there so the enemy can sit down with us and enjoy the cup that overflows with us. 

Towers come in all shapes and sizes: they can be built of stone and wood and can bristle with weapons, but they can also be constructed of less tangible materials, the stuff of human relations. In our communities we live in segregated neighborhoods. In our schools we form cliques and exclude others we think are not like us. In our families and between couples we can find ourselves climbing into our separate towers to engage in a kind of relationship combat.

Even in the Church we build towers when we insist on only one way to believe, or when we try to force a narrow rendering of the content of the faith, or when we try to decide who is acceptable to God and who is not. We lob theological grenades at each other from a safe distance, protected in our ecclesial fortresses.

The path of least resistance for human beings, so we learn in the story of the tower of Babel, is to stay in our towers and cling to the illusion that we can live in isolation from those who are not like us. 

God has something else in mind.

Faithful living begins when we leave our towers and move toward the table. Only then will peace begin to break forth among us.

The chief symbol of our faith is the cross, an icon of suffering and death. I suspect if he had had the chance, Jesus would have chosen a different image for the faith of his followers, one that points toward life – something like a table, perhaps, where people sit together and feast on their hopes. A table like this one set before us, where a simple meal of bread and the fruit of the vine beckons us to gather with all those, this whole world over, who hunger for peace and thirst for justice.

We are invited, by Jesus, to come now, and to share in the feast that he has prepared. These are the gifts of heaven for the people of earth. 

Thanks be to God.

Amen.
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