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Grace Congregational Church, United Church of Christ, Rutland Vermont  

October 3, 2021  --  Genesis 11:1-9  

 

“Tower of Power”  

 

It says, “They had brick for stone....”  

What did they have for stone before they had brick for stone? 

They had...stone.   

 

Now stones are great for building, you can make all kinds of structures with stones. Stones are long 

lasting, and fairly impervious. But there’s some inconveniences; stones are all different shapes, they’re 

odd, mismatched sizes, they don’t stack perfectly at all  --  which you know well if you’ve ever tried to 

build a stone wall. And, you can’t manufacture stones if you run out, if you need more than you can 

find in the region where you are building.  

  

So there was room for improvement in the construction trade on the plain of Shinar.  

 

Bricks happened when some primeval Steve Jobs (or maybe a Stephanie Jobs?) discovered that you 

could dig up a certain kind of clay or soil, add a certain amount of moisture, and shape it into identical 

blocks, and then cook those blocks to make them as hard as stone. Now you’ve got uniform 

interchangeable building blocks that you can stack and with just a little bit of glue (it says, 

“...they...had bitumen for mortar), you can make very sturdy stable structures.
1
  

 

Think about this. This is a story about technology.  

 

Some start-up company invented this brand new way to make buildings! Make them faster, safer, with 

more uniform design.  This was so cool, because for one thing now you could go...higher! You could 

put more stories up, and therefore you could bring more people together in a tighter space, the word 

we’re looking for is cities; now you could build cities.  

That is quite an invention. And you could build a big wall around it and fortify your city for protection.  

All they needed was some dirt, some water, some shapers, and some ovens and the sky was the limit.  

 

Let’s talk about that sky.  

The people on the plain of Shinar did not have rocketships (yet). They did not have telescopes (yet). 

They did not know what was up there out there. Your feet were pretty much stuck on the ground, and 

you looked up and you could see some stuff moving around up there, but there was no way of knowing 

what was really out there. The general understanding, or least the ancient Hebrew cosmology of the 

ancient Near East, was that you had three main layers, the earth and firmament  -- where we are--, 

down below was the underworld which in Hebrew was called “Sheol”, (and there were pillars further 

down there, etc.)... and the Heavens, where God lived and had chambers and a throne and so forth.  

 

Mortals were not allowed up there!  

 

So when they said, “Let us build ourselves a city, and a tower with its top in the heavens,” these clever 

brick makers were dreaming of breaking a boundary between human limitations, and the Divine. We’re 

gonna go where no one has gone before!  That’s why the Divine has to come down before the humans 

get too far up, and say, No, you are humans, you live down here. You are mortals. I am God. I live up 

there. (Which in a few more chapters will be important because we’re going to enter into Covenant, 
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which only works if we each know who we are and what our part is. (Notice it’s actually plural, “Let 

us go down...” and confuse them and put a limit on this stairway to heaven project.)  

 

Why do we read these stories?  

Why do we bother to carry forward for thousands of years, these odd tales? Are these stories just 

boring moldly myths that don’t mean anything anymore? A lot of people think that these stories are no 

longer relevant, that they don’t have anything to say to us anymore at this point in our history,  cuz 

we’re so...modern and so educated and so scientific and so...cool.  

 

People told this story over and over for generations (in a whole bunch of different contexts all over the 

known world), and then it got written down and it got put right here into an origin story of the human 

race  -- this is the 11
th

 chapter of Genesis, this is the beginning of the whole book. 

And the Judeo-Christian tradition has kept taking this ancient story out and holding it up to the light for 

thousands of years.  

 

The questions this tale brings up are just as piercing and wonder-filled and controversial and engaging 

now as ever. The writers are asking us in each generation to look at what it means to be human.  

 

Human Beings:  we’re always making stuff! We’re always inventing stuff, human history itself is 

labelled and dated with the things we were making at the time -- Stone Age we had rocks, Bronze Age, 

we invented ways to make stuff out of metal. Space Age, we put a human being on the moon; Now in 

the Information Age, we have unleashed the internet. Humans are just a bunch of makers making tools 

and technologies to try to control our environment, and make things better for ourselves.  

 

Nothing wrong with that. Until there is something wrong with that.  

How much control do we need to exert over our environment before it’s too much? Before it’s not 

good for us? How high does our tower have to go before we’re trying to buy a stairway too far? How 

far can we go with our wonderful drive to fashion new realities before we hit up against some kind of 

boundary between our best selves and a striving that leads to downfall?  

How long do you think it will be before we can reliably clone a person? Somebody’s really going to 

make a name for themselves.  How long before people will have to decide on a routine basis whether 

it’s ok to choose our baby’s hair color, or gender, or intelligence, or physique?  

Maybe that’s too shocking; ok, what about stem cells? Would we ever want to say that we shouldn’t be 

pursuing with everything at our disposal, cures for Parkinson’s? Or cancer? Alzheimer’s? Even 

depression or schizophrenia; shouldn’t we push science forward, onward, and upward to make lives 

better?  

 

But then we also know in our bones that our science, doesn’t have an off switch. Once we know how 

to do something, we’re gonna do it.  

It’s one of those jokes-that’s-not-really-a-joke, that the last words of the human race might be  spoken 

by a scientist, and the words might be, “Wow! It worked!”  ... 

We have seen that when we split an atom or genetically modify a sheep, for all the important advances 

we make, the genie doesn’t go back in the bottle, and we seem to just keep building the tower. Our 

science doesn’t seem to know how to build a ceiling. We are always pushing the tower of technology 

and capability as high as it will go.  

 

The story of the tower of Babel is about human beings not knowing when it’s time to stop, not 

knowing how or when or why to slow down the pace of our technology. This is a story about humans 

mixing up our ability with our identity.   
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The brickmaking tribe hoped that with their dazzling new capabilities, they could make a name for 

themselves, that their technological advances would hold them together against all the forces that could 

pull them apart, dissolve their bonds, scatter and tear them apart. They seemed to believe that the core 

and center of community was this impulse to make more and make a mark on the world.  

But their very attempts to go higher and break through limits led to exactly what they were scared of. 

We need to build this city and this endless tower to the heavens otherwise we shall be scattered abroad 

upon the face of the whole earth. 

Paradoxically the last line of the story echoes their fear exactly, it says, “...from there the LORD 

scattered them abroad over the face of all the earth.” 

 

The other day somebody was telling me that in the midst of Covid, they got to Zoom-call day after day 

with their grandchild and so they developed a closeness, a bond with their grandchild, that might not 

have happened without the technology of the video chat. We’ve probably all experienced some of this. 

We can be brought together by these tech devices in ways unimaginable just a few years ago!  

 

But it’s also true that studies are showing that some sectors of young people are more depressed, more 

anxious, feel more isolated, and less satisfied with their lives in proportion to how much time they 

spend on screens.  

So the things we build can bring us together; The things we build can pull us apart.  

 

What might make the difference is continually intentionally building our communities around 

something other than that hunger to make a name for ourselves and the longing to have more and push 

higher and control the world around us. Tools and technology have a God-given place in human 

affairs:  in service of loving each other, and building a shared prosperity, and making a just and 

abundant peace, even sometimes with bricks and mortar.  

As with so many things, the project goes awry when we are scheming for what we can get, and it 

begins to balance back into place when we are building for others as well as ourselves.  

 

This table (Communion Table) is a center around which we are building Christian community and the 

family of Grace and even something much larger and more permanent. 

Instead of us trying to break through to the heavens, at this table we are realizing that heaven has 

broken through to us. Christ comes not to thwart us or to scatter us but to empower us and to gather us 

from all the corners and lost places to which we have been strewn. God in Christ is drawing the world 

back from the breaking apart, to this table and this common meal, to a togetherness that is not centered 

on what we can do in our mighty power. This celebration does not begin with the name we’ve made 

for ourselves with our own cleverness; this kind of community is centered in God’s sacrificial love, 

and our gratitude.   

 

This is World Communion Sunday! God is gathering all us babbling brickmakers back together, for the 

feast. Thanks be to God!   

 

Amen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



October 3, 2021, Page 4 
 

 

 

 

 

 
1
 Bell, R (2017) What Is the Bible? How an Ancient Library of Poems, Letters, and Stories Can 

Transform the Way You Think and Feel About Everything. New York: HarperOne.  


