
Pentecost, 2019     Diversity as a Gift  

 So, I’m a bit of a Taylor Swift fan, and I perked up recently when my radio station 

began playing a newer song of hers, sung with Brendon Urie, called Me.  It’s a light-

hearted, catchy love song and includes the lyrics:  “I’m the only one of me.  Baby, that’s 

the fun of me.  You’re the only one of you.  Baby, that’s the fun of you.”  And each time I 

hear this song, I think about how true that is---how it’s the individual peculiarities and 

particularities of others that make them loveable, and the same is true of us.  My  husband 

may worship with us in the future, once he retires, but he’s not here yet!  So, I can use as 

an example, his particularities and peculiarities that make him loveable!  He’s never met 

a used fishing reel at an estate sale that he doesn’t need;  he gives excellent foot 

massages, and he loves horribly, gooey, chocolate filled donuts and twangy bluegrass 

music and me, and all of these peculiarities are what make him loveable!  It’s at least 

possible that he could come up with a similar list about me, as most of us could about 

those we love.  My conclusion is that while I do, often, probably daily, struggle to 

understand and deal with those who differ from me, I actually am really grateful that 

we’re not all the same.  It’s the differences that make us distinct and wonderful----we’re 

the only of us, and baby, that’s the fun of us.  And this preference for diversity rather than 

bland sameness isn’t merely human; it’s divine.  It has to be!  Who made us each so 

distinctive?  In fact, I can still hardly grasp that no two human faces have ever been truly 

identical and that no two snowflakes are completely identical either.  The staggering 

richness of diversity within the universe is downright mind boggling, but I think it 



suggests this:  God sees diversity positively, not negatively. And our texts for Pentecost 

Sunday this morning affirm that notion. 

 The lesson from Genesis 11 is a truly ancient and fascinating story of which we 

sometimes miss the point, because we forget the context.  Prior to this story has been the 

story of Noah and the Ark, and in the chapters immediately preceding this story, God says 

to the sons of Noah, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth.”  “Fill the earth” means 

scatter about, go difference places.  And then we are given a somewhat painfully detailed 

list of these descendants and their descendants, each of which ends with the verse, “ 

These are the descendants of…which son it is…in their lands, with their own language, in 

their nations.”  In other words, just prior to the story of the tower of Babel, God has 

commanded humanity to disperse and encouraged different languages and cultures.  This 

was God’s intention.  Within that context, the first verse today’s lesson immediately 

sounds as a warning siren:  “now the whole earth had one language and the same words.”  

Wait a minute!  God just dispersed humanity and approved differing languages, nations, 

and cultures.  Now we are suddenly presented instead with a united humanity, all in one 

place, with one language.  And this monolithic group of humanity proceeds to do what 

we always seem to do if we have the power to do so; they create a monument to glorify 

themselves that represents total control, totalitarianism, forced uniformity.   And God is 

not pleased.  We tend to see God’s reaction here as a punishment for the hubris of 

humanity, but if we recognize how humanity has just reversed God’s original intention of 

diversity, we might instead see this as simply a course correction; God again scatters 



humanity and encourages differing languages and cultures…as was the plan just a chapter 

ago.  God likes diversity.  That’s the fun of us. 

 But wait, you might say.  In our lesson from Acts doesn’t God undo this tower of 

Babel story, bringing together those of differing languages and cultures that earlier were 

scattered?  Well, yes, but mostly no.  The true reversal of the Babel story would be that 

all those present of differing nationalities and languages in Acts 2 heard the good news of 

God because the Holy Spirit caused them all to speak the same language.  That would 

make a pairing of opposites, see what I mean?  In Genesis 11, a diversity of languages is 

created, in Acts 2, the same language serves for all again.  But that’s not what happens at 

all.  The diversity of each language and culture is respected, and the reason all these Jews 

gathered from different places and speaking in foreign tongues can understand God’s 

good news, is that they each hear it proclaimed in their own language.  The diversity 

continues; it’s just that God’s message is successfully communicated to each diverse 

culture and person because the Spirit finds a way to connect.  The diversity remains, but 

there is unity of understanding and purpose, because of the gift of the Spirit. 

 I don’t mean to make anyone’s head hurt, but we have to understand one crucial 

distinction:  unity is not uniformity.  Unity is having the same mind among us as Christ 

Jesus, to quote Paul in Philippians 2…..to act humbly, lovingly, faithfully.  Uniformity is 

having to think, speak, act, and believe in precisely the same way.  Unity allows for 

diversity.  Uniformity cannot tolerate diversity and demands that bland sameness from 

every single entity.  Unity is organic; uniformity is mechanistic.  Jesus prays multiple 

times in the Gospels for our unity; unity is a great good.  But uniformity leads to the 



erection of those totalitarian towers, those ways and controls that spawn every 

fundamentalist terrorist group of any ideology or brand.  God doesn’t look  to squash the 

fun of us into a tasteless mass of correctness and sameness; but certainly God looks to see 

us celebrate diversity while finding ways to express unity.  The gifting of the Holy Spirit 

allows us to connect with people different from ourselves both to communicate God’s 

good news and to come together in unity of purpose for a better world. Not simple 

concepts, I realize, but actually quite crucial.  

 And this leaves us with a genuine quandary as people of faith.  If we acknowledge 

that others are in fact different from us, whether they are across the supper table or across 

the world, and I find plenty of difference in both of those situations---then the question is, 

how shall we connect with these people for the sake of God and of the world?  It’s easy to 

judge them, to condemn them, to declare that we shall never understand them!  Why can’t 

they  just be like us?  None of that glorifies God, serves our neighbor, or fulfills the 

promise of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost---that we can and will and must find ways to 

connect with those who are not just like us.  And given the global and diverse nature of 

our present world, that is no small challenge.   God is obviously multi-lingual, but are 

we?  We had the fun of hearing the sound of John 3:16 read in a diversity of languages 

this morning, so we could hear both the noise and commotion of it, but also pick out 

some of the words, if you happened to know that language.  But it’s not just literal 

languages that make us different; it’s the language that comes naturally to us in terms of 

generation, interest, and temperament. Most of us have a native tongue that is a dialect 

within English, for example.  The fact is, that not many people around us, outside of our 



cozy church world, speak  the language of religion or church anymore.  Maybe they 

speak the language of technology or science or sports or literature.  But, most people 

outside of our comfortable circle are not fluent in religious-ese anymore.  We wish this 

was not the case, but it is.  Our synod has a Youth Ministry coordinator, Catherine 

Anderson, and I recently heard her give a marvelous and rather challenging presentation 

on presenting faith to our current cultural milieu, especially for the younger. She started 

with an illustration from her backyard this spring, where a robin was attempting to build a 

nest on her waterspout.  This had happened in past years quite easily in the same place, 

maybe the same robin, but this spring it just wasn’t working.  The twigs and bits of twine 

which Catherine thoughtfully put out, just wouldn’t stick; the nest kept falling apart and 

falling down.  After watching this process for several days with a growing sense of 

frustration for both the robin and Catherine, she finally decided to intervene by putting a 

sock over the end of the waterspout.  That’s all it took; the fabric provided enough texture 

for the robin’s efforts at nest building to stick and stay put.  The nest was successfully 

built. 

 Catherine then made the obvious jump to our present efforts to pass along our 

Christian faith to an increasingly secular society.  We want to build our nest in the same 

place and in same way that we’ve always done, and it used to work; it worked for us; our 

presence here today is proof of that.  In fact, it seemed to work pretty well, so we just 

keep at it, working harder and harder, but unable to make it stick; unable to gain leverage, 

unable to get ‘er done.  Honestly acknowledging this reality is  frustrating and scary and 

it asks us to change our approach and think outside the box, and that’s hard work.  We are 



reluctant to accept that challenge.  Yet, as one of the leading youth ministry gurus so 

pointedly said, quoted by Catherine in her presentation: “nostalgia is poisoning the 

church.”     I don’t like to hear that, do you?  “Nostalgia is poisoning the church.”  We 

want it to be like it always was, and it isn’t, and our hand-wringing and laments and 

probably romanticized memories of how it once was are not growing the church of the 

present.  In fact, just to quote one statistic, weekly attendance in worship at ELCA 

churches has declined 38% in the past 25 years.  Nearly a 40% decrease in weekly church 

attendance in the ELCA in a quarter of the century, and we are not unique, that is 

absolutely typical of most denominations in our country today.  Obviously, we need to 

adapt, and it’s not easy.  We need, as the Pentecost story so aptly demonstrates, to become 

flexible in our choice of language; the language of God is not limited to one era or 

tradition or culture, and God chooses to speak in the way that allows those listening to 

receive God’s good news.  We can’t expect them to speak our language or to become just 

like us; in fact, God intends and honors diversity.  But we do need to find a Spirit-led way 

to communicate the faith and to find unity of purpose for the sake of the world.  

 Here’s a personal example.  I have a good friend from college who lives in the 

Twin Cities,  has a Ph.D. in microbiology and is struggling to find faith.  She and I both 

speak excellent English, but I could stand there all day and speak to her in what we might 

call “Church-speak” and I wouldn’t succeed in communicating the Gospel at all.  It 

would not be helpful for me to say to her, “Christ died on the cross and rose from the 

grave to save you from sin, death, and the devil”.  That is not a native language for her.  

(It would not help if I said to her, “Just believe in the Lord Jesus and be saved!”  It might 



be English, but that would sound hopelessly foreign to her and would only encourage all 

the negative stereotypes she has about Christian faith being simplistic and irrational. )  

So, when we speak about God, I try to translate my beliefs and experiences into a 

language I think she can relate to.  I try to talk about science and nature and creation and 

mystery and God.  I try to avoid religious clichés.  And it’s hard.  It’s hard work.  It 

literally gives me a headache. We church-y types easily fall into well-worn patterns of 

words and phrases that make little sense to those outside of the church.  To think about 

one’s faith and to try to communicate it to someone in a slightly different language means 

making a real effort to understand their reality and to respect their diversity and relate to 

it, while at the same time, maintaining the integrity of the central messages of our faith.  

In other words, we don’t want the Gospel message to get lost in translation, but if we 

don’t do the work of translation, it’s not much use proclaiming the Gospel message just 

over and over again to ourselves!   

 So,  we have our work cut out for us.  Not everyone is just like us.  They’re not 

supposed to be.  That’s the fun of them and the fun of us.  God creates, intends, and 

affirms diversity.  But, God also calls us to unity of faith and Spirit and purpose, and to 

achieve that, we have to find ways to connect with those who differ. But what might that 

mean?  How do we communicate our faith to young people?  How do we witness to 

God’s saving actions in Christ to those in our workplace without sounding like a sound 

bite from some cheesy TV preacher?  How do we speak of God to those who are 

suffering?  I find that simply preparing for Nursing Home Worship requires effort to find 

the right language.  How much harder is it to translate it into language that makes sense 



in prison?  Or in a homeless shelter?  Or in a smoke-filled bar where the music is blaring 

in the background?  Or to the crowd at the Mall?  The challenge here is that we’re not just 

called to connect about God in the way that is most comfortable for us to the people with 

whom we are the most comfortable.  That would be easy!  That would be a piece of cake!  

Unfortunately, that’s not our calling.  The disciples in our lesson from Acts were speaking 

to people very different from themselves.  We may be called to do that, too. 

  It’s safe to say that you and I are here this morning because someone 

spoke of God and faith to us in a language we could understand.  Maybe with some 

reflection, you’d remember one or two particular people who really effectively 

communicated the Gospel to you.  It may have been a Pastor, but it very possibly wasn’t.  

Maybe it was a coach or a girl scout leader or a neighbor.  Maybe it was a parent.  Maybe 

it was a teacher who somehow showed you the wonder of God behind the teachings of 

science, music, or math.  Someone along the way, took the trouble to do some translation 

for you so that you could hear the Gospel in a way that struck home for you, while 

allowing you to be you, because that’s the fun of you.  God has made every effort to 

speak to each of us in a language that we can hear, understand, and accept.  God’s grace 

has been spoken to you and you have heard it; that’s how you have come to faith.  The 

language of God is the language we need to hear to recognize the grace that surrounds us 

and saves us.  Today we can praise God for speaking in so many languages to so many 

people, including us.  And we can think a bit about our own task of translation, about our 

own need to speak of God, to communicate our faith,  in ways that others will find 

inviting and meaningful.  Because it’s not a curse that we’re diverse; it’s a gift.  That’s the 



fun of us, and God delights in that.  The challenge is to allow the Spirit to grow in us our 

ability to speak in other languages and connect with those who differ.  Amen. 


