James 3:1-12

St. Timothy; 9-13

Taming the Tongue

God has such a weird sense of humor!  If you don’t believe me, just look around you.  Somehow, God decided to make us to become creatures of habit, and yet, he set us into a changing world.  Funny, huh?

I still recall how troubling it was to me to learn that a little phrase I had been taught and had come to believe in, is so far from reality that it could be considered a bold-faced lie.  I bet you heard it, or even recited it yourself.  “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me.”  I guess it could be considered a half-truth, because sticks and stones can indeed break one’s bones.  The truth of the matter is that words can and will hurt.  Words are powerful and that has been true from the very beginning, when God spoke all of creation into existence.  Words can be very damaging too, and that is why there is so much about the power of words and the power of the tongue recorded in the scriptures and it is probably the reason that James felt the need to talk about these things in this letter.

James starts out by warning teachers to choose their words carefully, because he believes that teachers will be judged more harshly than others.  For those of us who have been school teachers or those of us who are teachers in the church school, these are not particularly comforting words.  We know that teaching is a huge responsibility, but the thought that we will be judged more strictly seems unfair, especially when we are volunteering to work in the church.

What I believe James is trying to say is that teaching is an awesome responsibility.  What makes it so scary is that the nature of being a teacher is that students empower teachers with a great deal of authority.  Especially as teachers of children or of those who are young in the faith, it is easy for students to accept what the teachers says with almost the same authority as the very scriptures themselves.  That is an overwhelming responsibility.

On one of our Barbra Streisand albums, there is a song from the Broadway show, Into the Woods, entitled, “Children Will Listen.”  The point of the song is that adults should be very careful what they say and do, because children are listening and watching very carefully and they will mimic what they see.  I guess every parent, aunt, uncle or grandparent has experienced that at some level and when it happens, it can be frightening indeed.

James is telling the teacher that, by virtue of the power and authority give them as teachers, they must carefully screen everything which they say or do, because people will listen to them.  No teacher would want to lead students astray intentionally, but it can happen.  The unfortunate thing about learning is that once someone has learned something wrongly, unlearning is far more difficult than learning it correctly the first time.

There is a bit of comfort from James though, because he recognized the fact that we all make many mistakes and anyone who can avoid mistakes would have attained the impossible… perfection.  We all know that Jesus was the only perfect person on this earth and since none of us can reach perfection, we should be comforted in knowing that we are not alone in our weakness.

As a boy, I remember hearing my dad tell a story about an old woman in some little town in Western Oklahoma, let’s just call her Mrs. Smith.  She was known for having a kind word to say about everyone.  As the story went, Mr. Jones, a no good, no account, worthless old town drunk died and several townspeople were standing around talking about what a miserable, pathetic life the old man had lived.  As Mrs. Smith approached the group one of the men whispered to his buddy, “Let’s see if she can find a kind word to say about this worthless old bum?”  When there was a lull in the conversation, Mrs. Smith opened her mouth and said, “You know, Mr. Jones was probably the best whistler I ever heard.”  No one thought it was possible, but Mrs. Smith had found a kind thing to say even about Mr. Jones.

Whenever I think about gossip, I can’t help but think of that silly old song from Hee Haw, “Oh you’ll never hear one of us repeating gossip, so you’d better be sure and listen close the first time.”  I’m not really sure but what gossip should be listed ahead of baseball as America’s favorite pastime.  In all fairness, it probably extends well beyond our borders, perhaps it is a favorite human pastime.  Why do you think it is so easy to join into gossip when we hear it?  It is almost like a black hole drawing us in, pulling us into the center of the action.  I don’t know about you, but I sometimes recognize it as it is happening, but I cannot seem to keep myself from getting sucked into a gossip session.  James recognizes that we all make mistakes, but we need to be mindful of our weakness and strive to avoid becoming ensnared by our tongues.

James goes on to talk about how the tongue, though it is small in comparison to other parts of the body is very powerful.  He uses the example of the bridle, how a horse can be controlled and directed by leading them from the mouth.  He likens that to the control that we humans could have over ourselves if we could learn to control our tongues.  He also uses the analogy of the rudder of a ship.  He realizes that as much as it takes to keep a ship afloat and as much wind as it takes to get a ship going, it is surprising to see how small the rudder is in comparison to the rest of the boat, and yet it is used to control the boat’s direction.

James used these analogies to drive home his point that even though the tongue is small, it is mighty.  That is because words matter so much.  Words are powerful and they matter more than we often realize.

This point was made poignantly clear to me a few years ago, when I heard about a conversation between two of the members of the Board of Trustees at Memphis Theological Seminary.  At the time, there was an intense debate raging in the seminary community over the use of inclusive language.  These two women, Lita and Nancy, who were life-long Cumberland Presbyterians and longtime friends, were on opposite sides of the debate and they each wanted to understand the other’s point of view.  Nancy said that she did not understand all of the hoopla over such a trivial thin as words.  She made her case by reminding her friend that talk is cheap and by saying that the words one chooses to use do not really matter that much anyway.

When she finished making her point, Lita calmly looked at her friend and with all the seriousness she could muster, she said, “I hate you.”  Nancy looked at her in surprise and said, “What?”  Lita repeated, “I hate you.”  Nancy looked at her again and said, “Lita, what are you talking about?  We have been friends for years.”  The third time, and with a bit more seriousness in her tone and expression, Lita emphatically said, “I HATE YOU!”  Nancy looked at Lita as though one of them was losing her mind and with a bit of hurt in her eyes as Lita said to her, “Words do matter, Nancy.” Then she turned and calmly walked away.  Nancy understood just how important words really are.

James ended by raising an interesting paradox that tongues are one of the rarest things which God created because of their versatility.  Most of the things in this life were intended for only one purpose.  Springs can only produce one type of water and plants can only bear one type of fruit, but the tongue can offer both blessings and curses.  We praise God with the same tongue which we use to slash to pieces another person, who, by the way, was created in the image of God.  It didn’t make sense to James and when we put it in those terms, it doesn’t really make much sense to us either.

The old Catechism of the Cumberland Presbyterian Church said that the chief end of humanity is to love God and to praise Him forever.  That would mean that we should be about the business of using our tongues for the purpose of praising God, and yet too often we prefer to use those same tongues to curse some of the people who were created in the very image of God.  James is reminding us that blessing is the better part.

On this second Sunday of September, we do well to remember that there is great power in our tongues.  They were given to us for the purpose of praising our God.  They were also given for many other uses, but the best use we can make of them is to share words of encouragement and blessing and to share the good news of the gospel.  When we use them to tear down or destroy, we are misusing one of God’s greatest and most powerful gifts.  My friends, we have been given an awesome responsibility to use our tongues for God’s purposes.  God wants us to use them for building and blessing, not cursing and destroying.  That is our challenge this day and every day.

And to our God be all blessing and honor and wisdom and glory and power and might, both now and forever more.  Amen.

