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IT TAKES A VIRUS
The Tower of Babel

Now the whole world had one language and a common speech. As people moved eastward, they found a plain in Shinar and settled there.

They said to each other, “Come, let’s make bricks and bake them thoroughly.” They used brick instead of stone, and tar for mortar. Then they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, with a tower that reaches to the heavens, so that we may make a name for ourselves; otherwise we will be scattered over the face of the whole earth.”

But the Lord came down to see the city and the tower the people were building. The Lord said, “If as one people speaking the same language they have begun to do this, then nothing they plan to do will be impossible for them. Come, let us go down and confuse their language so they will not understand each other.”

So the Lord scattered them from there over all the earth, and they stopped building the city. That is why it was called Babel—because there the Lord confused the language of the whole world. From there the Lord scattered them over the face of the whole earth.

***************************
That’s the myth as told in Genesis chapter 11 about how the different languages we speak came into being and why. You can almost imagine a family huddled near a hearth or a campfire one night and a little child asking one of his parents or maybe a tribal elder, “Why do people speak so many different languages?” And one of those elders tells this story. Perhaps the same story he or she was told as a child by an elder who was told the same story, who was told the same story, and so on and so on. It’s a simple answer for a child to grasp and also a way in which people who lived in simpler times could make sense of a very complex question. At least at first glance.

When I read that story my first question is, What’s so bad about people speaking the same language? And what’s wrong with people wanting to settle in one place and build a city, to organize into communities and change from a nomadic, tribal existence into a society? What was God thinking when he said, “Well, we can’t have that now, can we? After all, they might actually start to achieve some great things!” 
For me, the story tells less about different languages than it does about the capricious and jealous nature of this tribal god.

Imagine if we actually did speak one language? We’re all enriched by learning other languages. Even if you don’t speak another language fluently, it’s nice to be able to speak a few words in Spanish to the shopkeeper down the street or to greet a Muslim cabbie with “Asallam Alaikum” or the Sikh gas station attendant with “Sat Siri Akal.” It’s  very affirming and honoring. If you want to make someone smile, give that a try!
Still, if we had always only had one language, history might have been a little different, right?
There have been attempts down through the ages to create a universal language, one that all people could learn easily and use when traveling. Esperanto is the most famous of these. It was invented by the Polish physician and linguist L.L. Zamenhof in the late 19th century as an attempt to have an auxiliary language by which all people could communicate with each other, something Zamenhof believed was essential to world peace. It had quite a following for the first part of the 20th century, but it never achieved the status of wide acceptance and has met with some criticisms, mostly linguistic ones, along with competition from other auxiliary languages, none of which have entered into popular use. 

Which is interesting, I think. It seems that the confusion of languages that took place in Babel has been accepted over the millenia as being normal and that people like their own languages. And maybe that’s why Esperanto hasn’t caught on. Maybe people think, “Well if there is going to be one universal language, it should be mine” Or they say, “This is the language of this country! If you live here, you should speak English.” Or French. Or whatever.

And that brings us to technology and its language. I recall back in the ‘80s I was the manager for a Radio Shack in New York City when the first Tandy computers arrived on the scene. And everything changed. The TRS-80, the Tandy 1000, computers that people could actually use in their homes. But of course, you had to learn the language. If I’m correct, I think that language was called Cobol. Don’t ask me what it stands for. I do know that as a manager I was expected to learn how to write code for this newfangled thing and I had no interest. In fact, while my fellow Tandy managers and my employees were all excited over this advance in technology, I kept saying, “No one will ever buy these! It’s a fad! Star Trek is just a TV show!” So, I never learned all that programming nonsense. 

Then, to make matters worse along came Microsoft and Apple with a whole new kind of operating system. Easier, perhaps, but still confusing to people like me who just couldn’t see the point of owning one of these things. After all, what would I do with it? I had no use for it. 

In 1994 I returned to school at Drew University. That was just around the time laptops were gaining in popularity and when I registered for my first semester, I was given the choice of either a desk-top or a lap-top. I thought, “Why do I want to lug that thing around all day? I only need it at home!” So, I chose the desk-top. And then came the internet, and modems, and all that other stuff that allowed that crazy contraption to communicate with other people not only across campus or across the country, but around the world. And you could do stuff like “download,” and “upload,” and then came “electronic mail,” “operating systems,” and “the World Wide Web” and waiting 5 minutes for a page to download and thinking, “Wow! This is great!”

And if you were smart enough you kept up with all that rapidly changing technology and the language that goes along with it. Today I keep up as best as I can. By and large, it’s still all Greek to me.

And like so many other people, I always ask: Why do all of these systems have to be so different from each other. Why can’t they come up with one single standardized system, one computer language that we can all understand and use easily? Why do I have to use a PC for my daily work simply because the program I have to run doesn’t work on a Mac? I want the pre-Tower of Babel kind of computer and technological language. 

But it’s always been like this. As things change, some of us hold on to our old habits and ideas and technologies. My parents didn’t get rid of their dial phone until they absolutely had to. And it took a long time for them to get a cordless phone! They never owned a cell phone. But I remember selling them at Radio Shack. And they were huge! I kept saying “I’ll never use one of these things! I can use a pay phone or wait until I get to a regular phone.”

And again, along with all of these things come new language for the new technology of the day, technology and language that replaces the old, obsolete language and technology that no longer serves us because we have grown in knowledge, experience, and understanding of the way things work in the universe and have learned new ways to live in it.

We spend a good portion of our lives upgrading and updating these days, don’t we? Just yesterday a question was asked on a Facebook page I read. It said, “Technological change is now a constant in our culture. What was it like to awake each day to an ever-unchanging world?” I can’t imagine that, can you? Imagine living in the pre-Renaissance era when scientific knowledge made virtually no advances, when every day was just the same as before, when the vast majority of the world was illiterate (or at least illiterate in what we consider to be important today). Books were something only the clergy and a few scholars owned and knew how to read, and not even all of them knew how to do that. And they were all hand-written because there was no moveable type. Scientific knowledge was really unknown. The closest thing to it was a the study of alchemy, the medieval forerunner of chemistry which was only concerned with the transforming of base metals like lead into gold.  It’s called the Dark Ages for good reason!
Yet, many people are content to live that way when it comes to their faith, their spirituality. They’re content to remain in the dark, to avoid being challenged in their faith, to avoid asking question of it and, perhaps, changing a point of view. 

I find it completely ironic that you can turn on your new HDTV with all the latest bells and whistles, or turn on your computer and log on to a website or YouTube or Facebook and watch countless ministers, priests, gurus, and spiritual teachers use 21st technology to try to convince people to adopt an Iron Age belief system, a way of thinking and believing about the universe that is based on supernatural, quite often superstitious texts and stories! You can watch someone talk about  believing literally the stories of Joshua making the sun stand still in the sky, or Jesus walking on water, or Muhammad ascending into heaven on a white steed, or Krishna flying around the universe on a giant eagle named Garuda - all on that 21st century technology you have in your house.

But just like technology and scientific knowledge, religion must evolve and advance. It must change or it becomes obsolete. To be sure, it doesn’t die easily. Like my parents with that phone, some people are determined to hold on to it until the bitter end. But it changes nonetheless, and as it does, so does the language that we use. Certainly, we still use words that we’ve always used, but they take on new meanings. The word “god,” for example. For many of us, that word meant one thing when we were children. God was that person in the sky, usually thought of and depicted as a male, with a white beard, who sat on a throne and watched over the earth. But I doubt there are many of us today who would say we still hold that same idea when we use the word “god.” In fact, I imagine that there are a host of different ideas that each of us hold about just what “god” means. 

Our spiritual language has evolved, grown, adapted to the times in which we live. Hopefully, it has expanded our understanding of just what spirituality is all about. It’s like Paul wrote in the Christian scriptures: When I was a child, thought like a child, I spoke like a child, I understood as a child. But when I grew up, I put away all of those childish things.”

And in this case, I’m o.k. with all those different spiritual operating systems. Because I learned from and use things from each of them. Some people would like to have standardized spirituality. They want all people everywhere to believe the same thing. And it’s usually what they believe.

But that’s not how spirituality operates. There is no standard operating system. And today, I sometimes want to send a message to those people and say, “Hey folks! It’s time to upgrade! Your operating system is obsolete! It can’t handle the programs that people are running today in their lives.” 

Science and technology advance and discard old ideas when they need to when new discoveries are made.
His Holiness the Dalai Lama says that if science disproves some area of Buddhist belief, that belief must be set aside. That’s a progressive and practical way of approaching religion and spirituality.
That’s why one of the principles of our liberal tradition and of spiritual progressives is that reason must be applied to our spiritual search. I believe that there are limits to reason as well and that there is a dynamic tension between the two that we must learn to live with.

This is more important than ever right now. Like those people in the Dark Ages who had to adjust to a new kind of world once the Renaissance began, when scientific and philosophical knowledge began to advance by leaps and bounds, our world needs to adjust and adapt to the realities that we can no longer live as though we are separate peoples and nations. 

One thing that people hate to have in their computers is a virus, right? A virus in a computer can cause all sorts of problems, and if left unchecked, it can destroy a computers operating system.  Like me, you may have at one time experienced the shock of seeing  what has come to be called the Blue Screen of Death that tells you your computer has a virus or has stopped working. And like humans, computers can be asymptomatic. You might not even know you have the virus until it’s too late and you’ve already sent it out to your friends and family and co-workers without even knowing it. 

This is what we’re dealing with right now on a grander, human scale. A virus has infected millions of people around the world and it continues to do so as we scramble to find a “fix” for it, a medical treatment, a vaccine, anything that will safely contain, or cure this disease. For some people, the mitigation actions we are taking are seen as a curtailing of basic freedoms and there’s no shortage of conspiracy theories about how the virus began. For others, it’s a time to continue placing blame on “those people,” and sadly, many of our national leaders including the Donald Trump, are doing the same. And others want us to be able to just go back to “the way it was, back to “normal.”  And so, there’s talk of “opening up” things again so we can get “back to normal.” 


But if this time of separation, of sheltering, of quarantine is teaching us anything, it must be that the old “normal” wasn’t normal at all. We’re forced to realize that, despite our age-old hatreds and prejudices, we are all one, that the phrase “we are all in this together” is not just a cliché to help us feel a little bit better about our situation. We’ve all seen how people across the nation and around the world are doing extraordinary things to help alleviate suffering and to combat this virus. Nurses, doctors, EMT’s and hospital workers of all kinds especially. But we’ve also come to realize the heroism and the importance of people that for too long have been taken for granted: grocery store workers, sanitation workers, public transit workers, restaurant workers, and migrant workers who pick the crops and process the food we eat.  And, finally, the media and many politicians are saying out loud that those workers are as essential to our daily lives as any other worker and deserve the same opportunities and benefits as everyone else. 
Finally, people are beginning to realize that having a big, diverse stock portfolio isn’t the be all and end all of life, that money really isn’t everything. 
Finally, people (not all but many) are beginning to understand that our different languages, our skin color, gender, sexual orientation, whatever religion or no religion we are, that our diversity is unifying.

To paraphrase Hillary Clinton, it took a virus to make people wake up to this simple truth. The old “normal” was never normal at all. We only now, hopefully, leaving the Dark Ages of bigotry, hatred, and greed, and entering into a new age where we will begin to speak a new language of acceptance, love, and social and economic equality.
May it be so.

