Paul Walker   CEC   9/13/09    James 3:1-12   “Words Will Never Hurt Me?”
     Sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt me. Whoever coined that little ditty never read the Bible. Or at least not today’s passage from the book of James, which a rollicking condemnation of the tongue.

     James has a lot to say about the devastating power of words that will hurt me. According to James, the tongue, the wielder of words, is a “fire set by hell, a world of unrighteousness, a restless evil full of deadly poison”.  Much much worse than sticks and stones.

     I love this description of the destructive power of words in Thomas Wolfe’s Look Homeward Angel.  A sensitive boy reels from his sister’s withering criticism. “He did not mind the physical assault so much as he did the poisonous hatred of her tongue, insanely clever in fashioning the most wounding barbs. He went frantic with horror, jerked…into Hell, he bellowed madly, lost all his sublime faith in love and goodness. He rushed at the wall like an insane little goat, battered his head screaming again and again…..”

     Well, maybe you haven’t rushed at the wall like an insane little goat after you have been verbally attacked, but surely you know something of the tongue’s restless evil full of poison in your life.

     I have a friend in Birmingham with a very high profile legal career. Recently she was publicly accused of unethical conduct. The accusation was false on every count and she was totally exonerated. Yet, the accusation absorbed her time and attention and life.  It really undid her for a while. 

     A doctor had a mentally deranged patient attack his commitment and integrity. Even though the doctor considered the disturbed source of the criticism, he said that he spent three weeks questioning his call as a physician and his worth as a person. The tongue’s poison was at work with its restless evil.

     Most of the tongue’s poison is spread in not so high profile cases. Just the day to day domestic life, office life, neighborhood life, school life is filled with woe inflicted by words.

     Children are irreparably wounded by a parent’s criticism. Friendships are destroyed by a misplaced word. Cruel barbs may sort of be forgiven but really never forgotten. Once a thing is said, it cannot be unsaid. Wouldn’t it be nice if there such a thing as a verbal “delete” button?

     I find myself on both sides of verbal attack; as the attacker and as the attacked. I just can’t believe the things I sometimes say to the people I love the most. I have this perverse dread that the “conversations” I have with Christie or my kids in my worst or weakest moments will be captured and broadcast on YouTube!

     What I know is that I’m not alone is this weakness.  James says, “we all stumble in many ways.”  Hannah Montana sings, “everybody makes mistakes.” Who knew she was reading her Bible!  

     The tongue is routinely used to lie, brag, gossip and flatter. You know people whose tongues are regularly guilty of these and more. I have a weekly routine with Elam Holland – a longtime parishioner.  Each Sunday morning I’ll see him and say, “Why Elam! You are looking good today.” To which Elam always replies, “Why thank you. Flattery will get you somewhere.” Flattery will get you somewhere, but it won’t be somewhere good. As Proverbs says, “the man who flatters his neighbor spreads a net for his own feet.”

      When it comes to the tongue it is clear that everybody makes mistakes. So why can’t you just “hold your tongue?” James has an answer for that too. “For every kind of beast and bird, of reptile and sea creature, can be tamed and has been tamed by mankind, but no human being can tame the tongue.”  

     So true -so sad, but true. I bet it won’t take you long to think of at least 3 things you wish you hadn’t said in the last week. And it will take you even less time to remember the things that were said to you that cut you to the heart.

     The reason, James says, you can’t tame your tongue is because your tongue is connected to your heart.  James asks, “Can a salt pond yield fresh water?” It is the source, not the output that is the real trouble. This is what Jesus says too in Matthew 12:33 “For out of the heart the tongue speaks.” This means that the heart – who you really are, what you are really made of, the inner man or inner woman –is revealed by your tongue. 

     So, after you deliver some cruel barb and you might say “Oh! I didn’t really mean that,” but, on some level of course you did! Or you wouldn’t have said it. Your anger or flattery or criticism or gossip or judgmentalism might by delivered by your tongue, but it comes straight from the heart.

     James laments this situation. Verses 9 and 10 are poignant. “With (the tongue) we bless our Lord and Father and with it we curse people who are made in the likeness of God. From the same mouth comes blessing and cursing. My brothers and sisters, this ought not to be so.”

     It ought not to be so, but it is so. And it is so because the tongue is connected to the heart, and the heart, as the Bible says, is “deceitful above all else and desperately sick.” In the words of the band Switchfoot,  “I am my own affliction, I am my own disease. There ain’t no drugs that they could sell, there ain’t no drugs to make me well.” One of the surest ways to arrive at this conclusion is to monitor the restless evil of your tongue for an hour, a day, a week. Your tongue is one of the surest ways to recognize that you cannot trust your own righteousness, but that you must trust in the righteousness of another.

     And that’s where the gospel comes in. Even as you are convicted by your sin – as I am when I read this passage from James – even as I am brought to my knees for the words I have used to hurt or curse others – there comes with that conviction Another Word.

     There is a Word that trumps all other words. This is a Word used for Healing – Healing for the victim and healing for the victimizer. This Word has a Name. This is the Word Made Flesh - Jesus Christ. He is the Word who from the beginning was with God and was God.

     This Word knows all to well the restless evil and deadly poison of the human tongue. Words of accusation were hurled against Him. Lies were spread about Him. Abuse was heaped upon His Head. But it didn’t stop there. In the end, sticks and stones were also used to hurt Him. And a cross was used to kill Him.

     Yet in the face of these wicked poisonous words, Jesus speaks the “word above all earthly powers.” His tongue says “Father, forgive them for they know not what they do.” It is His word of forgiveness and absolution that is ours to speak today. It is the word of the gospel.

     It is this same and enduring word that I speak to you and to myself today. In the name of Jesus Christ, the Word made flesh, you are forgiven. It is better than a drug to make you well; it is the only Word that can address your heart, your source, your deepest place.

     And who knows? When this Word of the gospel addresses your heart over and over and over and over again, you might find that you use your tongue to speak words of kindness and forgiveness to others. You might find that now as the recipient of this glorious gospel forgiveness you praise our Lord and Father, and turn to bless and encourage those who are made in the likeness of God. 

     By the power of the Holy Spirit, may this be so.

     Amen.
