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Roots 
A Giant Staircase to Heaven 

 
So, here we are this week with another crowd pleaser, the story of the “Tower of 
Babel.”  This, of course, is another story much beloved by children.  It seems that 
Noah and his children (and their children) have been busy because before you know 
it we have a large group of people who are moving together in an eastward 
direction.  Until finally they stop at a place called the plain of Shinar and begin to 
settle in.  So far, this all sounds good, right? 
 
Well here at Shinar they say to one another, “Let’s build for ourselves a city, with a 
tower that reaches to the heavens.”  That sounds like a pretty good idea and 
something, quite frankly, that people have continued to do for quite some time.  If 
you walk through Zionsville you see little signs that point out things like, “First 
white settler lived here” and “here’s where this church was” or that Inn was located.  
Someone, or a group of folks, came in and said, “Let’s build ourselves a little town or 
a city and settle down.”  In Carmel someone said, “This is great, now let’s build 
ourselves a tower, we’ll call it the Palladium” or in Indy someone said, “Let’s build 
something called Lucas Oil Stadium.”  In other words, this probably feels pretty 
natural to most of us, to settle in, to find a group of people and to build something 
that seems to reach for the sky, as a way of standing out, as something to be proud 
of. 
 
And so God comes down and well, it seems he is not too enthused by what is going 
on.  It has been pointed out that there is something somewhat comedic about the 
fact that God came down to get a closer look.  Here the people are thinking they are 
going to build something so great and wonderful that it would reach the heavens, 
but God, to really be able to see what it is, has to come down to take a closer look.  
It’s kind of like when one of my girls wants me to watch how high they jump and yet, 
for me to see that they’ve actually made it off the ground I have to get my face right 
down to the ground to see any distance between their feet and the floor.  It’s just, to 
be blunt, not that impressive.   
 
But God comes down nonetheless and does seem concerned.  If they do this, then 
nothing will be impossible for them, God say?  Now this has caused bewilderment 
for many folks because it could certainly sound as if God is saying that he is 
concerned in such a way that he himself might be in danger.  It’s important though 
for us to remember this story in context which means that this is coming after God 
has clearly shown his power by creating the world, by kicking Adam and Eve out of 
the Garden of Eden and, of course, by flooding the whole earth.  In other words, God 
is not concerned that the people will literally be able to do anything to him, but 
instead, that they will begin to be able to do anything to one another.  That so often, 
as has been born out in many of the wars we have experienced, when a group is 



unified, while they can do good, they can also certainly do ghastly horrific things.  
Especially, when their center is not around God, but is around themselves and their 
own desires.  But we’ll get to that in a minute. 
 
So, here’s God and he’s concerned about what this group of folks are capable of and 
he wants them to stop building the tower.  Now I have to say that if I had never 
heard this story before and I was asked the question, “How do you get a group of 
folks to stop building a tower,” I would have come up with a lot of great options.  
Have an earthquake cause the tower to crumble or blind them so they can’t see what 
they’re doing or convince them to put a bad contractor in charge or send a big flood 
(okay, I guess had already said he wouldn’t do that!).  But I’m pretty sure I would 
never have thought of the genius stroke of God which was the incredibly simple 
thing of changing their language.  And just…like…that…everything changed.  Just like 
that the building stopped, the city ceased and the people were scattered.   
 
It may not be something that we talk about a whole lot when we discuss this story of 
the tower of Babel, but there is an incredibly poignant lesson being taught in this 
story of how quickly unity can be disassembled, demolished, destroyed, by a lack of 
understanding what the other is saying.  And as we all know and have experienced 
in our lifetimes, this can happen whether you are speaking a completely different 
language, like in the Tower of Babel story, or even the same language.  One of the 
things we have to be on guard of, especially in challenging times, is how we are 
hearing people and how they are hearing us.  Are we speaking with grace, but also 
are we listening with grace.  Because if we don’t take seriously the importance of 
our language with one another then unity can easily be destroyed; whether you are 
building a tower or a marriage or a church.  
 
One of the other interesting questions that comes out of this story is “What are the 
people actually doing wrong?”  In many ways, quite frankly, this story can be a bit 
befuddling because it doesn’t seem like they’re doing anything that bad.  At this 
point, at least, rather than being “evil” or mean to one another they seem to want to 
join together, to be community.  This, of course, is something that we talk about 
quite a bit as a church and, especially in the New Testament, community and unity is 
focused on again and again.  So, what exactly is the problem? 
 
Now, the initial thing to see, and the thing that we most often talk about to our 
children when it comes to this particular story, is that they were doing this to make 
a name for themselves.  Without question, this is an important thing for us to focus 
on, especially in our day and age.  There is always a pull in our lives, sin (if you will), 
that causes us to be self-centered rather than God-centered.  And we’ve already seen 
in our journey through the Bible and, as we will continually see in the weeks ahead, 
we struggle with trusting God over trusting ourselves and we wrestle with truly 
loving our neighbors as ourselves.    
 
But the other significant part of this story and the reason, which I think warrants 
our attention, is the fact that they are not doing what God has called them to do, 



which is to be scattered throughout the world.  In Genesis 1:28 God tells them to fill 
the earth, to be scattered in other words.  They had a call, a similar call that we hear 
Jesus give the disciples in the Great Commission at the end of Matthew, to go into 
the world in order to be, as Walter Brueggemann calls it, regents of God.  And so 
their desire here to build a city and a tower is not just so that they can make a name 
for themselves, but as they explicitly say it, so that they won’t be scattered, which is 
exactly what God called them to be.  And why don’t they want to do this? 
 
Well I think The Jesus Storybook Bible nails it when it says that it’s because they 
wanted to be safe.  That at the end of the day they had to decide between two things, 
playing it safe or being scattered as God had called them to do, and they chose to be 
safe.  So, the unity that they had formed was not a unity based upon God and God’s 
mission in their lives, but it was a unity based on their own safety.  In other words, 
their organizing principle as a community was more concerned with safety than 
with God’s mission and God simply could not allow that to continue in his people.  
And I want to tell you this morning that I think if we really hear that then it should 
make us all a bit nervous.  Because the culture in which we live and that, quite 
frankly, has bled into most of our churches, has placed a remarkable emphasis on 
safety. 
 
Most of you probably know that a couple months ago there was a study that came 
out ranking the safety of town and cities in Indiana.  Zionsville was number one.  
Carmel was number two (I mean, I don’t know how Carmelites are able to sleep at 
night!).  Westfield, well, it’s basically a war zone because it ranked number 7.  And 
for those of you who live in Indianapolis, well, let’s just not even go there.  Now this 
fact, of course, is a matter of great pride for many.  The Zionsville Current had it on 
the very front page.  And let’s be honest in saying the fact that so many of us live in 
places like Zionsville, Carmel, and Westfield is not just happenstance.  In other 
words, we didn’t just happen to end up in a safe place, most of us got there with 
some intention.   
 
My point in bringing this up is not to say that living in safe towns or cities is a sin or 
that “real Christians have bullet holes in their front doors”, but it is to say that we 
have to be aware that when we live in places like most of us live, we will be tempted 
to allow safety to be an organizing principal in our lives.  We will be tempted to keep 
to ourselves and our safe homes and safe cities rather than going to places that may 
frighten us.  And I will somewhat bluntly tell you that that can become quickly 
idolatrous, especially when it keeps us from following the mission that God has 
given to us.  While that doesn’t mean we should start leaving our doors unlocked 
and the keys in our cars, it does mean that we have to continually ask whether or 
not we are allowing safety and self-preservation to shape us rather than God and 
God’s call on our lives.  In fact, I believe that for those of us who live in places like we 
do the only way to ensure that doesn’t happen is for us to be remarkably intentional 
about being scattered and putting ourselves in places where we do not always feel 
safe.  Now, that might mean going to war-torn countries to be peacemakers or 
places in Africa where Ebola has broken out (what a testimony those missionaries 



have been), but of course it also can be looking at getting more involved at Shepherd 
Community in Indianapolis.  But I also want to point out that being scattered is also 
something that can happen right now in our everyday lives. 
 
A month or so ago we got our dog JP back from my dad’s place.  Since we knew it 
would take us a while to get into our own home here, my father was kind enough to 
watch him for 8 months.  If you have an animal you know that, while they’re 
wonderful creatures, there are times when it would quite honestly be easier not to 
have them, especially when they’re not super well-behaved.  We go down to the 
Zionsville farmer’s market most Saturdays (have you gotten a breakfast burrito 
there?  Delicious!) and there are so many dogs there, but they all just delightfully 
prance around and get along.  We’ve never taken our dog because we know that he 
would be barking and trying to go after the other dogs and then we’d pull his leash 
and he’d make this horrible choking sound like he’s being abused and well, it just 
would get awkward.   
 
Well a few years ago when we lived in Chicago we let JP out into our backyard and 
then started doing thing in the house.  Several minutes later I heard JP barking at the 
door, but unfortunately it wasn’t the back door, but the front door.  It was clear that 
he had been loose in the neighborhood and so, I quickly ran out to get him and when 
I did I saw a neighbor who lived a few houses down standing in the street and she 
made it very obvious that she was not a happy camper.  I tried to diffuse the 
situation by saying something like, “How did you get out of our very secure, fenced 
in backyard,” but she was having none of it.  Instead she said some pretty angry 
things and then marched back toward her house.  I stood there holding our little, 
white fluffy dog, not knowing exactly what to do, though I have to admit there were 
lots of things I wanted to say, none of which sounded much like, “God loves you!”   
 
The next day I saw her getting out of her car and so I decided to go over and talk to 
her, but before I said anything she apologized for her overreaction the previous day 
and then went on to tell me about things going on in her life, including how stressful 
her job had been of late.  It ended up being a remarkable opportunity of getting to 
know my neighbor and getting to really hear about her life.  And as I walked away 
from that conversation I realized that this was a “forced” scattering, if you will.  I had 
seen her before, as we’ve talked about before, I had given her the obligatory 
suburban wave, but by and large I had not scattered away from my tower, my home, 
because, quite frankly, it was much safer and more comfortable to hang out with my 
family. 
 
And in a theme that I have talked about before and will talk about again and again 
and again, I think it’s vital for us to not overlook the simple fact that if we are to love 
our neighbors and to share with those we don’t know that God loves them, then we 
first have to actually meet them and get to know them.  And so one of the things I 
want to challenge us to this week is to be intentionally scattered someplace.  It 
might be someplace in Indy or at our job or here at ZPC or in our neighborhood, but 
someplace where we are out of our comfort zones, out of where we feel safe.  Maybe 



it’s beginning to get more plugged in at Shepherd Community Center or maybe it’s 
taking cookies to a neighbor you don’t know well.  It might be taking the dog for a 
walk or walking down the hallways of your office and asking God to open up a place 
for you to start a conversation.   
Because the reality is that if God’s call on our lives continues to be to make sure that 
every edge of creation needs to be touched by him and by his love, then we have 
work to do and we need to scatter to get it done.  Not in order to gain God’s love, but 
because of the fact that we who have received God’s love cannot help but scatter and 
share that love.  Remember our mission:  Called together by God, to make disciples 
and to release them for service into our broken world.  Or to put it another way, 
Called together by God, to be scattered for him.  Let’s not wait until we’re 
comfortable or feel safe doing it, but let’s do it now (this week!), because it is 
uncomfortable, because it is unsafe.  Let us be united this week, not by who we are 
or what we desire, but by who God is and what God desires.  May it be so.  Amen.     


