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 Life never ceases to surprise me with its constant reminders that this life we live is 

short and at any given moment things can change in a dramatic way.  I have been 

confronted by two unexpected occurrences of life-changing consequence, still unclear 

how they will play out for these folks.  One has passed away and the two others I pray 

for are still hanging on in grave conditions. 

 This is something we all are confronted with – something we all contend with at 

one point or another.  Life throws us a major curve ball and we have about as much 

time as a batter has with that ball appearing to head right for us.   When someone dies 

suddenly or even when we are given some warning, we are often left wondering – did 

we say all we wanted or needed to say and did they say all they needed to say to me.  

When my father passed, that was the first thing I thought – I would have loved one 

more, or a hundred more, conversations – I loved talking to him.  So knowledgeable 

about so many things – I always felt smarter after every conversation. 

 Wisdom is something we can only acquire with time and age.  We aren’t born 

with it – it’s not like a talent that we can just reach to – it’s something we have to go 

after with some intention.  Our semi-continuous reading from Proverbs carries on from 

last week in the wisdom passages.  These passages that give us great insight as to how 

to live.  But these words have a great deal of competition today – there are many 

eloquent voices that make claims about how to live in the real world:  talk show hosts, 

cultural commentators, seminar leaders, life coaches.  The church is but one voice 

among many clamoring for our attention. 
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 Today’s passage is a bit surprising because it is spoken with great authority and it 

is spoken by a woman.  It is such a great passage, it warrants us to read it again…open 

your Bibles to Page **** in Proverbs in the Old Testament…follow along… 

 When we look to our New Testament passage, it speaks to us about that very 

important topic – that weapon of mass destruction that we all possess – the tongue.  A 

stroke victim or traumatic brain injured person can often lose their abilities to do many 

things, but it isn’t uncommon for them to not be able to speak.  The brain, being an 

amazing organ, is able to compensate in many cases and speech is relearned by a 

different part of the brain – its quite remarkable. 

 When these patients begin therapy, they have to start, one word at a time.  First 

to remember how to make the sound with their throat and shape of their mouth and 

then to help their brain understand the meaning of what they are saying.  To see 

someone who has come back from such a devastating injury and see the joy when they 

are able to push out a few words so their loved ones can once again hear their voices – 

it’s a beautiful thing to see. Maria Popova, author of the popular online journal Brain 

Pickings, while witnessing the rehabilitation of such a patient stated, “I found myself 

wondering what the world might look like if we spoke to each other that way, our words 

tender with our mortal fragility, resolute with reverence for the aliveness in us and in 

each other, this grand shared mystery.”   What would the world look like if we all 

paused and thought carefully about every word we spoke, every social media post we 

shared?   Have you ever been in a fight with someone you love and said things you 

regret or had things said to you that really hurt you?  It’s hard to forgive once words are 

spoken – it’s difficult to let go of the harsh tone or scolding words.  And what of those 

who choose not to speak but remain silent.  Who are shy or afraid to make a comment – 

it might offend someone – stay on the sidelines and don’t get involved.  We take heed 
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to the words James spoke of in this passge – “the tongue is a fire” and don’t we all know 

that…so we where is that balance?   

 Rev. Teri McDowell Ott stated in her article in The Presbyterian Outlook, “Many 

fear speaking for all the reasons James cites.  We are well aware of the mistakes we 

often make in speech, the pain words can cause, the way our words can so easily be 

misconstrued, then shared and reshared in this new digital age.  There are so many 

reasons NOT to speak.  And yet, silence is its own sin.  Deliberately chosen words are 

often required of us when we recognize injustice and oppression. 

 “Elie Wiesel’s acceptance speech for the Nobel Peace Prize both haunts and 

inspires me.  In the speech, Wiesel remembers a young Jewish boy from his time in 

Aushcwitz.  “Can this be true?”  the bewildered boy asked his father.  “this is the 

twentieth century, not the Middle Ages.  Who would allow such crimes to be 

committed?  How could the world remain silent?”  Wiesel responds to this boy’s 

question in his speech, swearing never to be silent when and wherever human beings 

endure suffering and humiliation.  “We must always take sides.” Wiesel said.  

“Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the victim.  Silence encourages the tormentor, 

never the tormented.”  In the face of evil, or oppression, or any kind of wrongdoing, 

we must find our words. “ 

 Like James warns, we will make mistakes when we speak sometimes.  We should 

own those mistakes and apologize for them.   But we shouldn’t let it stop us from 

choosing words that bless. 

 If we dedicate our tongues to the language of God, our actions will follow.  Our 

tongues, which bless and curse, can also ask for forgiveness.  Teachers, as James 

specifically points out, are not perfect, but must choose words carefully, because God 

has given us authority to build up the body of Christ. 
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 So where and with whom do you feel called to speak?  And how can we get better 

at how we choose our words?  I suggest you take these two passages home with you 

and read them throughout the week.  Pay attention to the moments God presents to 

you to speak and pause and think are my words a blessing or am I cursing this person or 

situation?  So many of the world doesn’t know God – you are the teachers – all of you – 

God has given you this authority.  Do not be afraid to speak of God’s love.  Every person 

you see here – every person you see, period, is loved by God, whether they know it or 

not.  Share the love of God with others and perhaps one less person will be a stranger to 

faith.   

Amen 

 


