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Dear Readers,  

 Before COVID, Labor Day weekend was a time preachers could count on a 
congregation very much the opposite of the congregations for Christmas Eve and 
Easter, what we preachers call “high discipleship listeners.” This generally means 
more Bible study in the sermon, so I have copied and pasted our Scripture into this 
sermon so that you have it handy as I comment on how we can read it before I 
suggest how we can apply it. As we return to pre-Covid “normal,” this is one bit of 
normal I am happy to reclaim.       Rev. Dawn 

Our Gospel Reading, John 14: 8-17 

8 Philip said, “Lord, show us the Father; that will be enough for us.” 
 
9 Jesus replied, “Don’t you know me, Philip, even after I have been with you all 
this time? Whoever has seen me has seen the Father. How can you say, ‘Show 
us the Father’? 10 Don’t you believe that I am in the Father and the Father is in 
me? The words I have spoken to you I don’t speak on my own. The Father 
who dwells in me does his works. 11 Trust me when I say that I am in the 
Father and the Father is in me, or at least believe on account of the works 
themselves. 12 I assure you that whoever believes in me will do the works that 
I do. They will do even greater works than these because I am going to the 
Father. 13 I will do whatever you ask for in my name, so that the Father can be 
glorified in the Son. 14 When you ask me for anything in my name, I will do it. 
 
15 “If you love me, you will keep my commandments. 16 I will ask the Father, 
and he will send another Companion, who will be with you forever. 17 This 
Companion is the Spirit of Truth, whom the world can’t receive because it 
neither sees him nor recognizes him. You know him, because he lives with you 
and will be with you.i 
 

 As you were reading read our first verse for today from John’s gospel, “Philip 
said, ‘Lord, show us the Father and we will be satisfied.’” (John 14:8), did you expect 
the next line to be “Then Jesus rolled his eyes”ii? Well, one commentator I read did. 
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She expected a human reaction from Jesus, a sight gag in words, but instead found 
that Jesus used plan speech for his frustration with Philip, “. . . Whoever has seen me 
has seen the Father.” (John 14:9) 

 Blessed to be Christians who can read the Bible wherever we are—in a print 
copy or on our smart devices with Biblegateway.com—there are times when our 
approach to reading keeps us from some great biblical humor. This kind humor was 
common when Jesus taught, so maybe that explains how Philip was missing Jesus’ 
point about God as His Father. But in 2022, our primary focus on what Jesus said 
leads us to forget how earlier, less sophisticated preachers may have used humor such 
as an implied sight gag to make their point. With that we miss the joke. Today’s Old 
Testament reading is a great example. 

Our Old Testament Reading, Genesis 11:1-9 

1 All people on the earth had one language and the same words. 2 When 
they traveled east, they found a valley in the land of Shinar and settled there. 3 
They said to each other, “Come, let’s make bricks and bake them hard.” They 
used bricks for stones and asphalt for mortar. 4 They said, “Come, let’s build 
for ourselves a city and a tower with its top in the sky, and let’s make a name 
for ourselves so that we won’t be dispersed over all the earth.” 

5 Then the Lord came down to see the city and the tower that the 
humans built. 6 And the Lord said, “There is now one people and they all have 
one language. This is what they have begun to do, and now all that they plan to 
do will be possible for them. 7 Come, let’s go down and mix up their language 
there so they won’t understand each other’s language.” 8 Then the Lord 
dispersed them from there over all of the earth, and they stopped building the 
city. 9 Therefore, it is named Babel, because there the Lord mixed up the 
language of all the earth; and from there the Lord dispersed them over all the 
earth.iii  

   

This story about the Tower of Babel is the final chapter of some of humanity’s 
oldest wisdom literature still in print. The first eleven chapters of Genesis take up a 
few big human questions:  

• How was our world created by God?  
• How did God create humans to be God’s companions?  
• How human sin begin?  
• How did human migration and tribal differences begin?  
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As the end of this very ancient section of Scripture, The Tower of Babel 
account gives an answer for how multiple languages could have been begun. With our 
modern educations focused on science and technology, which never uses humor to 
teach, we may wonder if a real catastrophic earth quake caused the first sky scraper to 
crumble. We also wonder as modern Christians we wonder why God is not acting like 
the God of love that Jesus taught us our Father is.  

If we read Genesis 11 without knowing ancient teachers used varieties of 
humor to tell a long story short, we can readily conclude God was angered by human 
progress and expanding technology. But if we take the counsel of both Jewish rabbis 
and Old Testament scholars and read the Babel account as irony, a form of humor set 
in real life where what is expected comes to us backwards, Genesis 11 becomes a 
fabulous parable for our faith in 2022.  

Rabbi Marc Gellman wrote this parable about the Tower of Babel’s wisdom 
using irony.  

“The Tower of Babel story tells of people who wanted to build a tower up to 
heaven, then they thought they had actually done it. God's reaction is hilarious. 
The Bible states that "God came down to look at the city and the tower." 
(Genesis 11:5). The tower went up to heaven and still God had to come down 
to see it. Very funny. This is a spoof on our human arrogance and pretentions. 
Our most grandiose constructions are nothing in the eyes of God. (OK, I 
admit that this may not be ‘Seinfeld’ funny, but it's divinely funny and another 
clue that God does indeed have a sense of humor.)” iv 

 We still build towers to reach God, and even as God is with us. These ancient 
themes are also ongoing themes in our lives today. We are enterprising. We are 
creative. We still do not fully understand earthquakes; the insurance industry still calls 
them “an act of God.” For some reason the writer of our scripture told his readers 
that building this early tower led to God’s displeasure with human enterprise and 
creativity. Perhaps this is because they did not understand seismology as well as we do 
now. Or perhaps we do not understand irony as well now as they did then. 

 The first eleven chapters of Genesis volley back and forth between how God 
created us out of love, and how we responded with sin. Reading only a few verses at a 
time, we often miss that point. Eve not only could not resist the forbidden fruit, but 
she also shared it with Adam. But God went with them as they left the shelter of 
Eden for life in the wider world. Adam and Eve’s sons, Cain and Abel, made offerings 
to God, but then Cain murdered his brother. Still God gave Cain protection as he 
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migrated further into the world and civilization as we know it began. After many 
generations and a centuries of human evolution, the sin problem appeared to have 
reached epidemic proportions when God had a faithful man, Noah, build and ark and 
begin again. Noah’s sons had descendants, and as children of the same family we are 
told “they had one language and the same words.” They were migrated east—perhaps 
they had been tent dwellers but now they had learned brick making. They decided to 
settle down and build a tower, a tall tower to help them be closer to God. Then, as we 
read, “The LORD came down to see the city and the tower, which mortals had built.” 
(Genesis 11:5) Or as we read Jesus say to Philip, “Whoever has seen me has seen the 
Father.” (John 14:9) 

 Friends, the error both Philip and the citizens of Babel made was believing 
God was invisible to them. They longed for God and thought they had to find him. 
We make the same mistake. We compound that by thinking we are sophisticated, 
more sophisticated that the Bible’s writers. But are we?  

We accept basic beliefs of our faith as givens—there is a loving God who 
created us, there is life beyond this mortal life. We may even believe that if God 
created us on earth, perhaps as we again launch people on rockets into heaven we will 
find other intelligent beings on an planet like Earth. But then we live on Earth as 
though God lives somewhere far, far away. We ask Philip’s question, “Where is 
God?” We assume like the people of Babel, that we must reach up to God in order to 
know God. We often profess our belief in God, but then live as though God does not 
exist. Author Craig Groeschel has even been bold enough to call us “Christian 
atheists”v because our behavior does not match our beliefs. 

 The ancient account of the Tower of Babel tells us we are not the first people 
to say we believe in God, but then live as if God does not exist.   

 But friends, God is here with us now—in this very room, in your struggles, in 
your joys, in our world that seems to be falling apart before our very eyes. We live in 
the promise Jesus made to Philip, “The one who believes in me will also do the works 
that I do and, in fact will do greater works than these, because I am going to the 
Father. I will do what ever you ask in my name, so that the Father may be glorified in 
the Son.”  

 If we believe Jesus was God’s son born of a human mother, if we believe that 
Jesus walked, taught, and healed on Earth before he was murdered on a cross and 
buried in a borrowed tomb, if we believe (even if we do not understand the science of 
how) he defeated death and left that tomb to walk among his followers before 
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returning to heaven himself and releasing the Holy Spirit among us. . .. Friends, what 
we believe must shape how we live.  

 We must live as people for whom the birth of the church on Pentecost is 
history on equal footing with Mary birthing Jesus in a barn and Christ leaving a 
borrowed tomb. We must live our lives aware that God is always as close as our next 
breath, no matter where we are when we take that breath.  

 Fortunately for us we have people among us who are good examples of this 
deep faith. We are blessed to have in our church people who pray often and deeply. 
But we also have among us people who want to build a physical monument incapable 
of future change. And sometimes they are the same people. Like the people of Babel, 
we have good intentions, but earthquakes happen, and our well-built towers tumble.  

 And when the unplanned for, unexpected, never anticipated future does 
happen, God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—will already be there with us, ready to 
walk with us into whatever life brings us next, ready to teach us the new language we 
need for that new day.  

 Amen.	 
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