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The Church has sometimes preached that diversity of sexual orientation and 

identity is a rebellion against God's intention that everyone conform to the gender 

binary: male and female, ideally united in marriage. During Pride month we instead 

celebrate diversity.

The story of the Tower of Babel is also a story of rebellion against God.

Or is it?

The Babel story, and Pentecost, are actually about God's love of diversity.1

The traditional reading goes something like this:

In the years after the Great Flood, all the people of the Earth were descended from

Noah. They were one race, one culture. They spoke one language, and they all lived 

together on the plane of Shinar. They decided to build themselves a city, and as they 

built the grand city they became proud. "Let's build a tower," they said. "Let's make it 

really big, to show how great we are. Let's build it all the way to Heaven."

God noticed what they were doing, and came down to take a look. As he inspected

the tower, he began to worry. With this tower, they were challenging his authority, and 

1 The understanding of the Babel story explored here is developed more fully in Theodore Hiebert, "The Tower of Babel 
and the Origin of the World's Cultures," Journal of Biblical Literature, Spring 2007, Vol. 126, No. 1 (Spring, 2007), pp. 
29-58.
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once it was built, who knew what they would do next? And so God confused their 

languages, so that none of them could understand each other. They abandoned their 

building project and most of them left the city, spreading over all the earth. This is the 

origin of humanity's diverse races, and languages, and cultures. And the city was named 

Babel, later the mighty and arrogant imperial city of Babylon, which would oppress the 

Jews.

So listen to God. Don't try to become more powerful than God or think that you 

know better. Because God is not only powerful, but jealous of his power. Unity and 

sameness was God's plan for humanity, but our division and diversity is God's 

punishment for our rebellion.

That's the traditional reading. But there are lots of problems with it.

Why did the people build that city and its tower? Forget what you think you know.

What do the people say in the text? "Let us make a name for ourselves; otherwise we 

shall be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth." They say nothing about 

challenging God; they just want something to house and structure their common life. 

They want a unifying force to resist the forces that might drive them apart. To make a 

name for yourself, elsewhere in the Bible, has nothing to do with pride or hubris, but 

instead means to establish a common and enduring identity. As for that tower, towers 

were common features both in fortifications and religious buildings. "A building with its
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top in the heavens" should not be taken literally; it's a common figure of speech in that 

region at that time, just as a 'skyscraper' is simply a very tall building.

When God comes to take a look, she doesn't comment on the tower at all, nor does

she say anything at all about pride, or sin, or rebellion—which is odd because she has no

problem calling it out in the case of the Garden of Eden, or Cain and Abel, or the Great 

Flood. What she comments on is their unity and their sameness.

It's easy to forget that the Bible was originally written in other languages—

Hebrew in this case—and whenever you translate a text you are interpreting and making 

assumptions about its meaning. Our translation says, "This is only the beginning of what

they will do; nothing that they propose to do will now be impossible for them." That 

sounds kind of sinister, doesn't it? The sin-and-hubris reading was already known as 

early as the second century AD, and after three crime-and-punishment stories in the 

Garden of Eden, Cain and Abel, and Great Flood stories, maybe it's natural to expect a 

fourth in the same vein. So that's what our translators ran with.

But you could also translate the text like this: "This is what they have begun to do,

and given the progress they have made, they are likely to complete it." That's much less 

ominous, isn't it? "What they have begun to do" is simply to build a city, for the purpose 

of remaining homogeneous and settled.
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So why is building a city a problem for God? God is not motivated by fear or 

jealousy or anger: not by a desire to frustrate and to punish. Instead, it seems like a 

diversity of race, culture and language is an end itself. They want to stay together; God 

wants them to spread over the face of the earth. Once we entertain the idea that God sees

beauty in variety, we see it everywhere.

In both stories of Creation, for example, God didn't just knock off a few different 

animals and call it a day. In the first story, God spent six days dividing light from dark, 

sky from earth, ocean from land, and populating it with a teaming diversity of plants and

animals, finishing with human beings who could fully appreciate all this wonder. In the 

second story, God creates a vast garden and, again, appoints humans the task of keeping,

understanding, and appreciating it.

Jesus—the symbol and presence of God—is remarkable and appealing for the way

he calls and welcomes people of all sorts of backgrounds and races and classes. In one 

famous passage he even has his own concept of God's mission broadened by a minority 

woman. God delights in diversity. God even grows in understanding through it!

We read this story on Pentecost, probably because God descending at Babel and 

mixing and multiplying languages is paralleled by the descent of the Spirit at Jerusalem. 

God spreads diversity of speech and language throughout the disciples so that all of the 

God-fearing pilgrims can hear the Gospel in their own diversity of langauges. God is not
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temporarily reversing the Babel event, as some have suggested; the crowd doesn't hear 

and understand perfect Hebrew when the disciples speak. Rather, he is diffusing the 

Gospel through the diverse human world that already exists, so that the message of love 

can be reflected and refracted a thousand times in a rainbow of different insights, 

exploring and finding insights that not even God completely foresaw.

Every Bible study, every worship service, every encounter between friend and 

stranger sparks new ideas, new experiences, new expressions of the divine spark within 

humanity. God with us, God within us, experiences and marvels at the diversity.

Every Pride event is a mini Pentecost, as the myth of the gender binary explodes 

into an infinite number of variations on the theme of love, sexual and asexual, love of 

self and love of other.

God does not punish or rage at our diversity. God delights in, and inspires it.
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