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 There's an old Jewish story that's been told many times in different ways.  It goes like 

this.  Hundreds of years ago, the Pope in Rome pronounced an edict, that all the Jews in Rome 

must either convert or be expelled from the city.    This edict, of course, was very distressing to 

the Jewish community.  So a delegation of rabbis came to the pope and said, "You can't do this 

to us.  You can't force us to convert.  And if you scatter us out of the city where shall we go?"  

So the pope thought about it , and finally said, "Alright, I'll tell you what I will do.  We'll have a 

debate.  If I win the debate, you must be converted or leave the city.  if I lose the debate, you all 

get to stay.  And the one who decides who wins and who loses will be me." 

 Now the Jewish community had no choice in the matter, they had to accept the pope's 

decree.  So they started looking for someone to represent them in this debate.  But no one 

wanted to do that.  Who would want to take on the responsibility of debating the pope, and be 

responsible for them all getting kicked out of Rome?   

 On a back street of Rome, in a tavern, a man named Schlomo was sitting  with his 

friends.  And his friends said, "Schlomo, have you heard that the pope wants to debate one of 

us?"  "Yeah I heard that."  "Have you heard that nobody is stepping forward to represent our 

community?"  "Yeah I heard that too."  "Well, Schlomo, you should do it."  Now Schlomo had 

had a bit too much to drink, and so he said, "Alright, I'll take on the pope"   So the debate gets 

arranged, but there's a problem.  They discover that the pope only speaks Italian and Latin, and 

that Schlomo only speaks Yiddish, which is the language the Jews in Europe spoke.  So to get 

around this communication problem they agree to have a debate without words.  The pope and 

Schlomo will just use sign language, and symbols. 

 And so the day is arranged for the debate.  And St. Peter's square is filled with 

thousands of people, wanting to see this debate happen.  And the pope and Schlomo come out 

onto the balcony that overlooks St.  Peters square.  There's a hush over the crowd, as the 

debate begins.  The Pope holds up three fingers of one hand.   To which Shlomo replies by 

holding up one finger of one hand.  End of round one.   

 Next the pope steps forward and makes a large circle with both arms, starting with both 

hands above his head and ending with them in front of his body, palms upward. And Shlomo 

replies by pointing one finger emphatically to the floor.  End of round two.  

 Then the pope motions for some servants.  They step forward and bring out a table.  

The table has a veil over it, so they remove the veil.  And the pope lifts up a chalice and a wafer.  



Schlomo looks at it for a moment, reaches into his pocket and takes out an apple and shows it 

to the crowd. 

 At that moment the pope says, "He's won.  He has stopped me at every turn.  I can't 

believe it.  The Jews get to stay."  And he marches off.  And the cardinals go rushing after him, 

"What do you mean, he won the debate?" they ask.    The pope says, "Wasn't it obvious?  First 

of all I said, God is three, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  Schlomo said there is one God, common 

to both our beliefs.   And then I said, God is the creator of the whole universe.  But Schlomo 

affirmed that what is really important is that God is here among us.  And then I brought out the 

Holy Eucharist, the body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, that brings the grace and 

forgiveness of God into the world.  But Schlomo showed us that apple, and correctly countered 

that sin for now still dominates the world." 

 Back in the tavern, Schlomo is sitting with his friends.  His friends say, "Now Schlomo, 

we didn't quite understand how you won that debate, what happened there?"   And Schlomo 

says, "I didn't quite understand it either.  First of all, the pope said, 'You have three days to 

convert.'  And I said, 'Not one Jew is going to convert.'  And then he said, 'If you don't convert, 

I'm going to surround you with my army.'  And I said, 'I don't care, we're staying right here.'  

And then he took out his lunch and I took out mine.  That's it." 

 That's a very old story,  a favorite in the Jewish community.  It's a favorite partly because 

it's a David and Goliath story, in which the one who is in the weaker, vulnerable position is 

somehow able to overcome the one who has all the power.  But it's also a good illustration of 

the challenge human beings have in understanding one another. 

 Perhaps the oldest story of people not understanding each other is what we heard in 

our scripture, from Gen. 11, the tower of Babel story. At first everybody has the same language, 

they all understand each other, and so there's nothing humanity can't do.  And they build this 

wonderful city, with a tower with its top in the heavens, where God lives.  (Actually there were 

towers like this that the Babylonians built.)  And God comes down to look at this tower.  And 

God says, "I don't like the looks of this tower.  It shows humanity's arrogance and hybris, it's 

excessive pride,  it reveals their desire to come up where I am and to make a name for 

themselves that will rival my name.  If they succeed, imagine where that will lead."  So God 

confuses their language, and people are scattered, and the tower project fails.  And the place 

was called "Babel."   That sounds a lot like our word, "babel."  "To babel:  make confused 

mixture of sounds or voices, a scene of noise and confusion."  Human arrogance and pride in 

trying to climb to the heavens where God is  leads to a kind of curse.  It brings division and 

confusion and not understanding each other and a lot of "babbling." 



 You go to a foreign country today, and you might have problems because you don't 

speak the language.  The native folk sound like they're babbling, and it may feel like, well, 

Babel.   But the real Babel is found when people with the same language do not understand 

each other.  Julie and I speak the same language, but sometimes she has no idea what I'm 

talking about.  And sometimes I hear her words and don't understand what she is talking about.   

Sound familiar?  

 Often times the rich don't undertand the poor, though both speak the same language.  

Political conservatives don't understand liberals, and vice versa.   Parents and teenagers don't 

understand each other.   

 And then comes the Spirit.   When those disciples receive the Sprit from God, a miracle 

happens.  People are able to speak clearly, and to hear clearly--people from all over the known 

world  hear not a bunch of babbling, but hear,  and understand, God being praised in their own 

language.  And they say, what does this mean?  What it means is that  Babel has been reversed.  

Instead of human speech bringing division, when the Spirit comes, the curse of Babel is 

overcome and speech brings unity.   But like weeds in your field, Babel is resilient and keeps 

coming back. 

 Last year, in a US school district, there was a big debate over a documentary entitled, 

"Searching for the roots of 9/11."  Part of the documentary was interviews with Muslim 

students in the Middle East, in which they were asked what they thought caused the attacks of 

September 11, 2001.  Some of their responses were critical of the USA and of the West, 

suggesting that certain aspects of American foreign policy must be included in explaining the 

attacks .  Some parents, and one member of school board, felt that it was not appropriate for 

high school students to hear these views.  They felt it might lead to excusing terrorism, and 

perhaps erode patriotism.   It seems to me that kind of response is making a choice to not  

understand each other.  It's walking  back toward Babel. 

 Two weeks ago in Canada, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission released the 

summary of its final report into the legacy of Canada's residential schools.  For more than a 

century, some 150,000 First Nations, Metis and Inuit children were removed from their families 

and placed in a hundred or more church-run institutions.  Many suffered physical, 

psychological, and sexual abuse, under a policy of forced assimilation that the commission 

called "cultural genocide."  The report  included 94 recommendations for addressing the 

ongoing systemic impact of that policy.   Reconciliation between native and non-native 

Canadians,  the commission said, only will come if this sordid story is told and heard.  "Cultural 

genocide" are hard words to hear.  I might want to stop up my ears and protest, "That's too 

strong.  I wasn't there.  That's not my problem.  Native people are responsible for their own 

problems."   It is true that problems in Native communities, and between Native Canadians us 



settlers are very complex.  Still,  any progress will require us hearing the story.  Not to try to 

understand is to walk back toward Babel. 

 And then there's our Mennonite church, and our very difficult conversation about 

sexuality.  On this one there seems to be lots of noise, and confusion, and babbling.  It's very 

hard for people who are more traditional in their views about sexuality to hear the pain of 

many homosexual persons, and to accept that the desire of some for the intimacy of marriage 

can be anything other than sin.  And it can be equally hard for those who would bless covenants 

between gay persons to accept that those opposed can be anything but intolerant and bigots.  

And Bible verses are hurled by both sides.  And for an increasing number of congregations, the 

only solution seems to be the solution of Babel--to split,  to scatter, because understanding has 

become impossible.   It's ironic, but sometimes the curse of Babel feels like the only faithful 

solution. 

 And then amidst the babble, the Spirit comes.  It comes to  open ears, and heal tongues, 

and move people toward understanding.  Understanding one another does not meaning 

agreeing with one another.  After Pentecost, that early church has lots of very serious and 

emotional disagreements.  But with the Spirit, they find ways to address their conflicts, and 

most of the time manage to hang together, and to follow where that Spirit wants to lead them.  

The Spirit helps them to resist walking back to Babel,  and its culture of misunderstanding,  and 

suppressing one another, and fearng the other, and calling them evil,  and cutting them off, and 

ultimately killing them. 

 In some ways, living in Babel is easier.  Things are clear cut, black and white, my way or 

the highway.  And when the Spirit comes, to nudge us out of Babel, life in some ways can get 

harder.  Because then we have to listen to each other, and try to understand those who don't 

do or think like we do.  That's hard work.  Listening and hearing are acts of non-violence, and 

non-violence can carry a cost.  And when we do begin to see and hear from someone else's 

point of view, the world becomes less black and white, more gray, more complex, and we may 

have to change.  And that's hard.  Really, living with the Holy Spirit can sometimes be a burden.   

Just staying in Babel can feel more comforting. 

 But God, by the Spirit, wants to help us move out of Babel, for our own good.   God 

wants to bring us together, to understand one another, to speak each other's language, even 

when we don't always agree.   And God, by the Spirit, wants to teach us a new language, one 

that we have all in common.  It's the language that Jesus was fluent in.  Not the babble of Babel, 

but the language of love.  


