The Plain and the Tower (示拿平原與巴別塔), Genesis 11: 1-9

A sermon delivered at Chung Chi College Chapel, September 18, 2007, Andrew Wai Man NG (伍渭文)

A film with little advertisement, short review and low box got the Golden Globe Best Picture Award in 2007. The film is Babel, same name as our sermon topic. The picture was shot in three continents involving six languages. Lack of communication and miscommunication is a major theme in Babel since many languages are spoken but unheard. For instance, the female character in the Japanese story is deaf. And as a result in many sequences sound is eliminated from the scenes all together, effectively showing her challenge to understand events and to be understood in return. 
一套極少宣傳、上映時間短、票房收入低的电影成為2007年金球獎最隹影片。這電影名叫巴別塔，今天講道題目。這電影在三大洲：美州、菲州、亞洲拍攝，六種語言對白。其中一個重要主題指出人與人溝通不足和誤解。話說了很多，但接收不到。片中一位在日本的女角是啞的。在不少場景完全沒有聲音，有效表達出了解事件和被人了解的困難。
On the other hand, unrelated people become intertwined as the narrative unfolds. A Japanese father of a deaf daughter who went to hunting in Morocco gave a rifle to his local guide as gift. The rifle ended up in the hands of two Moroccan kids who inadvertently shot the wife of an American couple riding a tourist coach in the remote vicinity. The incident was thought of a terrorist attack. While waiting for outside medical help the wounded wife was under the care of local people who attended to her the indigenous exotic healing. At home a Mexican baby sitter brought the couple’s two children to attend a wedding in her hometown in Mexico. On returning home they went together with her Mexican son and others who wanted to seek fortune by smuggling into America. They were checked by immigration officers at the border. We are intertwined. But we cannot communicate effectively. Misunderstanding and conflict may arise, among family members and among the nations. The film brings to our attention of our vulnerability of misunderstanding one another. And as such the international stability and safety are at stake. 
另一方面，電影一路發展時，本來互不相干的人，慢慢彼此交錯牽引。那位日本啞女的父親，在摩洛哥打獵時認識當地一位導遊，送給他一步槍為礼物，這槍輾轉落在兩個放牧的少年兩兄弟中，其中一位不經意用槍射中剛行經山區旅遊車中的美國太太，美國遊客以為是恐怖襲軎，在等候直升機前來救援時，當地落後貧窮區民，用土法治療受傷的太太，減輕其痛楚。在美國看管受傷太太兩位小孩的墨西哥保母，携同幼童回墨西哥家鄉参加一個婚禮。回程時，同行兒子及其他人偷渡入美國境，在边境遭搜捕。我們彼此其實相扣，但溝通不靈，誤會叢生，家人如是，國與國如是，這些誤會造成國際關係緊張和不穩定。

For the past sermons in the series of the early chapters of Genesis we talk about individuals of Adam, Eve, Cain and Noah. Their struggles of guilt, fate, are fact mirror of what are inside us. We have Eve inside ourselves who does not deny but marginalize God. Lingering in our mind are the words “We will not surely die” as we are tempted to cross the line that guards the sovereignty of God. The Cain inside ourselves stirs up displeasure and even envy as other people excel us. We do not guard our brethren’s welfare. Instead we become competitors. Sometimes we even betray our brethren for self interests. In Noah we realize that we may fall from grace easily. Noah got drunk and exposed his shame to his sons not long after he witnessed the mighty salvation of God. But when we come to the story of Babel this morning our attention is drawn to the effect of sin on the nations and society.
過去數月創世記講道系列中提到的不同人物：亞當、夏娃、亞伯、該隱和挪亞，他們如何與罪疚、命運爭扎，其實是我們每個人自己的內心寫照。我們內心的夏娃，並不否認上主，但把他边沿化。當我們逾越上帝主權的界限時，我們腦海中常有一句話：做了不一定死吧。當我看到別人比自己優勝時，便有不悅，甚至嫉妒。我們沒有看守弟兄，反而視他們為競爭對手。有時為了利益，出賣弟兄。我們也常常像挪亞，見過上帝拯救能力不久，就在恩典中墮落。挪亞醉酒，赤身露體，給兒子們看到。但今天的巴別塔故事，叫我們看到罪進入世界後，如何影响列國和社會。
1. The intimidating plain: Why the plain becomes so threatening?


“Now the whole world had one language and a common speech. As men moved eastward, they found a plain in Shinar and settled there. They said to each other, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, with a tower that reaches to the heavens, so that we may make a name for ourselves and not be scattered over the face of the whole earth.”(Gen. 11: 1-4)

The opening words of the chapter depict the original purpose of God. Men are one family of one language. They are called to disperse and subdue the earth in His name. “Fill the earth and subdue it.” (Genesis 1: 28). So they came to east and settled in the plain of Shinar, the vast level land mass irrigated by the twin rivers of Tigris and Euphrates. They settled in a city but they dared not scatter. Why? They were afraid of being dispersed. The plain appears to be threatening. This summer we had made a seven-day bus tour to the Yellowstone National Park. In our transverse of nine States 3680 miles we came across many plains. It is the first time in my life to learn what a plain really means. They are great stretch of flat land without bounds, touching the blue sky in the distance. To the Puritan pilgrims who felt led by God to the New World the virgin plains were considered gift from above. The plains are inviting to the pilgrims to scatter, multiply and subdue, a duty they are called to discharge. But to the people gathered in Shinar the sheer plain without boundary became intimidating. They felt insecure and were afraid to be devoured by the boundless level land. 
創世記十一章起頭的話，說明人同是一家，同說一言語。他們被召要散播全地，為上主的名管治大地。〝要生養眾多，遍滿全地〞。所以人來到示拿平原，就是在底格理斯和幼發拉底兩河流域間的新月沃土平原。他們在那裡聚居，但沒有散開。為甚麽呢？面對極目無際的巨大平原，他們懼怕。在休假期間，我們参加了七天黄石公園巴士旅遊團，行經九個州3680英哩，見到很多大平原。草原衮衮，天穹蒼蒼，了無邊際，令人驚嘆，感到渺少。要是踏足新大陸的清教徒，這廣大平原定是上主的禮物，他們帶着召命，散佈聚居，努力開墾。但對在示拿平原心中沒有上帝為其設限的人，他們沒有安全感，懼怕無垠無边的平原將他們吞噬。

A well known experiment was conducted many years ago on the learning behavior of children. We discover when children are placed within the fence they scatter to play. Once the fence is removed they become apprehensive, nervous, and stick together. The fence serves as safeguard to protect them and facilitate learning. In the film of Croaching Tiger and Hiding Dragon (卧虎藏龍), when the wayward Chang Jia Ye (玉龍嬌，章子怡飾) discovered that she excelled her martial art mentor Cheng Pui Pui (碧眼狐狸，鄭佩佩飾) and overran her she was so afraid. “I was so frightened that the upper limit is gone and I do not how far I can go.”
曾經有一研究，在圍欄內兒童會散開玩耍，因感到安全。把圍欄拿走，他們靠攏在一起，不想散開。在電影卧虎藏龍當章子怡飾演的玉龍嬌偷看祕笈，發覺武功超越師父鄭佩佩飾的碧眼狐狸時說：我當時何等害怕，我不知天何等的高，前面何等的遠。
2. The arrogant tower: Intruding the threshold of the sacred
Instead of filling up the earth and be God’s good stewards to subdue the earth in His name, men took upon themselves the role of God and worked for their own name. They ventured to build a tower to reach the heavens and made a name for themselves lest they were being dispersed. The Babylonians were good engineers to build mountain-like temple-towers Zigguarrat.  
人開始不以順服上主，散播全地，為上主的管家治理大地。他們建造高台，塔頂攀天，傳揚自己的名，以此凝聚力量，懼怕分散流失。古代巴比倫人正是建造空中花園，神廟高塔的工程師。
When Eve ate the forbidden fruit she contemplated to be like God. Now in the plain of Shinar the contemplation was carried out in a project of construction. ‘Let us make bricks and bake them thoroughly.” “Come let us build a city, with a tower that reaches to the heavens.” They were confident in their high technology. With these bricks they can reach heavens usurping the seat of God. Heavens is no longer to be revered. With the advance of technology and science threshold after threshold of sacredness are torn down. We can choose the time for the birth of our baby and we are talking about choosing our time for ending our life in euthanasia. We say if we engage in the research of stem cell, in due time we may cure all kinds of disease and enjoy rejuvenating life. We may replace all undesirable parts of our body and fix it. 
夏娃有像上帝的意圖，在示拿平原的人，己變成一項工程了。〝來吧！我們要造磚，把磚燒透了。〞〝來吧！我們要建造一座城和一座塔，塔頂通天，為要傳揚我們的名，免得我們分散在全地上。〞他們對自己的科技蠻有信心，亦有本事製造危機意識，號召群眾，展開造神運動。他們認為通天的塔，刺破了對上帝的迷信。當科技不斷進步時，所謂神圣不可侵犯的門檻，便一一跨下來。我們己經可以決定何時生孩子，也可随己意安樂去世，再不是生死有命了。命就掌握在自已的手中。随着幹細胞的研究，不到多年可以治好各種頑疾，身體可以換零件一樣修理，延年益壽。
In Nietzsche’s book, Joyful Wisdom, there is a section entitled “The Madman.” This scary figure lights a lantern in a bright morning and goes out around to search for God. Finally he declares that God is dead. “We have killed him.” He cries: “The holiest and the mightiest that the world has hitherto possessed, has bled to death under our knife. Who will wipe the blood from us? With what water could we cleanse ourselves? … Is not the magnitude of this deed too great for us? Shall we not ourselves have to become gods, merely to be worthy of it?” The upper limit is vanished and men have evacuated heavens. Let us fill in the vacuum. A new heaven of social and technological perfection will dawn on us and hold us together.
哲学家尼釆寫了一本名叫歡樂的智慧一書，其中一章叫〝狂人〞。令人望而生畏的狂人白晝点著燈籠，四出尋找上帝。最後他宣稱：〝上帝己死了！我們把上帝殺了。世界擁有最神聖最有能力的，已死在我們刀下。誰可以抹去我們手中的血呢？用甚麽的水才能使我們清潔呢？這行為對我們來說太沉重了，我們若不取其位自已成為上帝，怎佩做這事呢？〞要是塔頂己通天了，上帝已被遂出天庭，就讓人取其位而代之。嶄新的科技及社会將降臨大地，世界將團結在一起。
3. The centrifugal anxiety: The loss of the centre and fear of being dispersed
But when God is removed from us as the center of life, nothing is left to bind men together. There is the centrifugal force setting men asunder. The more is the advance of technology and science the more is the distrust of one another among the nations. Now the most powerful nation on earth fears most and often contemplates of preemptive attack to eradicate any potential threat.
但當上帝從我們中間被遂出去，不再成為生命的中心時，就沒有一樣東西把人與人共融在一起。有一屬靈的離心力把人分散。事實上，科技越進步，國與國愈猜疑，恐怕潛在敵人，發展大殺傷武器，對付自己。現在當今最強大的國家，豈不是最懼怕嗎？常常想着先發制人，把潛在敵對力量隡除。
If we love God we love one another. Economic growth does not guarantee a fair share of wealth. The richer the society gets the greater the disparity between the rich and poor. If God is dead nothing is impossible. Caesar was stabbed at the back by Brutus, his most trustworthy friend. The most reliable trade partner may betray your trust using substandard paints for your toys that results in bankruptcy and causes your life. There is the centrifugal force runs rampant in a godless society. It is no wonder why the renowned theologian and preacher Helmut Thielicke styled his sermon on today’s text as The Fear of Our Fellows.  
4. A city without a centre and a society without a soul

a. Movement away from the centre. We build a city. The city is teeming of activities and movements. But the citizens do not have a centre or spiritual anchor to hold them together. As such they are ever haunted by a sense of drifting without direction. Kierkegaard rightly observes that there are two kinds of movement and activity. One is movement without a centre and the other is movement from the centre. Movement without a centre is activity without a purpose and direction that makes one feel tiresome and always has the anxiety of being uprooted. Movement from the centre is activity with a purpose and conviction. The apostle Paul knows about the center deep in his soul. After he gives an exposition of the resurrection of Christ in the 15th Chapter of 1 Corinthian he exhorts his audience: “Therefore, my dear brothers, stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain.” (1 Cor. 15:58)

b. A soulless society lacking enchantment. When God is banished from our midst we have a society without a soul. One of the characteristics of a soulless society is that we hardly find enchantment in our daily work. If there is no God there will be no hidden wonders and mystery of life to be discovered. Destiny is overtaken by blind fate that ever haunts us with the sense of being unsafe. Life becomes unpredictable and is led by the unseen hand of Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations that gives a price tag to everything. In the soulless society opinions abound and conflicts of interest groups amount. Political expedience holds sway. People speak different languages and they do not tend to listen to others. Without a spiritual anchor they are afraid to be scattered. 
c. The enthronement of pseudo deities
What happens if a society dethrones God? They enthrone other gods. People will substitute God with golden calf. They cannot suffer the anxiety of spiritual vacuum. Ideals of equality and liberty were enthroned during the French Revolution when the traditional notions of God were discarded as obsolete. At the height of the Reign of Terror in 1793, after imprisonment of five months Madame Rolande was brought to the guillotine to face execution on fabricated charges. As she prepared to die she bowed by the statue of liberty in the Place of the Revolution and uttered the memorial words: “Liberty, what crimes are committed in your name.”

Pseudo deity may come soft and enchanting. In the domain of higher education the notion of excellence and success reign. In summer I got hold of a book entitled Excellence Without a Soul— How a Great University Forgot Education. A former dean of Harvard University writes about the drifting away of the founding ideal of the world renowned institution. The book chronicles how Harvard has led the way making the ivyleague.edu into ivyleague.com. In the conclusion, the author Harry R. Lewis writes: Harvard strives to be the best at many things, and it often succeeds. But Harvard has protected its reputation for excellence at the expense of his sense of a larger purpose. Harvard’s leaders have allowed the school’s mission to drift from education to customer satisfaction. For them Harvard is not longer a city upon a hill but merely a brand name.” 
4. The divine intervention: Blessing in disguise in the Babylonian curse

a. A God who is there and who is not silent. Can God really be banished by men? Can men reach the heavens by their advance of technology and science? The writer of the story is indeed humorous. “But the Lord came down to see the city and the tower that the men were building…” (Genesis 11: 5-7). God can not be forced into exile. We are comforted to have a God who is there and is not silent. Men may think that they already have reached heavens by their technology and science. But for God the city and tower are too tiny to see. So he came down to inspect. 
After the First World War people were being carried away by the euphoria of a new era. A League of Nations advocating brotherhood and world peace was ushered. But the euphoria was soon shattered by the arrival of World War Second. At the turn of the millennium when we awaited the come of age of a new Asia, suddenly the continent was knocked down by the whirlwind of financial crisis. In the subsequent years Hong Kong was hit hard by the mysterious horror of SARS and deadly Avian Flu. For our South Asia neighbors we saw the devastating tsunami took toll by the thousands in seconds. In the case of SARS the best scientifically trained medical personnel are most prone to fall victim of the scary epidemic. Once again we are humbled. The heaven is yet too far and distant to reach. 
b. The merciful God. God is working to stop the disaster men are driving at. The verbs of making (bricks) and confusing (languages) are pun with the same rhythm. The confusing of languages is not the vindictive act of a vengeful God. It is the mercy of God that men were withheld from building the tower. Indeed the Babylonian curse is a blessing in disguise. If a tower was finally built and a city fortified and people are bound together by one language in the name of sinful men, terrible thing will happen. 
In the Chinese Lunar New Year people like to greet one another: ‘Your wish be accomplished’ (心想事成). This is a tricky greeting. I hope the wish should go together with ‘My hands be clean and heart pure’ (手潔心清). All autocratic leaders have avowed lofty ideology and usually they consider themselves messiahs of the imperfect world that they aspire to fix. Hitler was greeted by Heil! meaning salvation. Hitler came not to destroy but save. But the dire fact that confronts us is that once a person wields unimpeded power he may become corrupted. And absolute power induces absolute corruption. When opponents were rounded up, opposition newspapers closed down, only one language---the Nazi language was allowed, about 11 millions were put to death, most of them Jews. When all languages are kept silent, the one language Khmer Rouge regime too, abhors us to learn the appalling death toll of 1.7 million out of a population of 8 million, all her own people in Cambodia (21% of the country's population). It is not a vengeful but merciful God who works to abort the potential catastrophe. It is the same merciful act that men are denied the tree of life after the fall, lest they live forever in sin. (Gen. 3:22) The Babylonian curse is indeed a blessing in disguise to put a halt to our further degradation.  

c. This is the Father’s world. The intervention of God in confusing the languages and in scattering the men over the world in the story of Babel gives us a great comfort. This is the Father’s world. “That though wrongs seem so strong, God is the ruler yet.” God did not come to confuse their languages in a thunderbolt. Instead God simply let the arrogant to run its course. God did not stop Hitler as he assumed the role of Messiah. He survived seven assassination attempts on his life. But God restrains the evil one, frustrates the plot of the wicked and protects his people. God works mysteriously in world arena. In next chapter coming Sunday, Abraham----father of faith, will come to the stage. When Abraham was called out of Ur---a city near the estuary of Tigris and Euphrates, he was confronted by the same vast plain of Shinar and did not know where to go. In great contrast to the tower builders in Babel, Abraham had no fear, because he knew his destiny was in the hand of the Lord whose promise he trusted. He knew he was chosen by God to be a blessing to others. At Pentecost all the spiritual descendants of Abraham were gathered together and spoke one tongue as one people and were scattered to the limit of the lands to proclaim the name of Jesus. 
Conclusion: 
Summer is soon come to pass. Nobody wants to be a tourist for ever. After vacation we return home and settle down. In this world we are wanderers in the passage of time. As we wander we settle and build. What are you building today? Are you building a tower for your name, or for the name of Jesus? 
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