Playing with Fire
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There is an old proverb (not in the Bible) that goes;

 “Sticks and stones may break my bones but words can never hurt me.”  

Simply, it means that a physical attack may indeed break a bone or two, but a verbal attack will never hurt.  This children’s taunt was first listed in “Folk Phrases of Four Countries” published in 1894, which tells me it has been around for much longer.  It is found in varying forms all over the world but the sentiment is still the same.  But is it true?  Is it true that a verbal attack can never hurt us?  No.  Mean- spirited words sting like a thousand scorpions, and can cause a wound so painful that the walls of our tender hearts are lacerated.  Broken bones can heal more easily and more completely than a spirit crushed by hurtful words.

Words can build up and words can destroy.  And it is true that mean words from a total stranger may bounce off, but those same words delivered by someone we love can destroy.

Jesus and many New Testament writers gave a generous amount of attention to the destruction that can come from idle words, casual negative comments, gossip, backbiting, and slander.  

One of the most powerful discussions on the subject is found in our scripture today, James 3:2-10.  There we read these words;

James 3:2-10

Taming the Tongue

2  We all stumble in many ways. If anyone is never at fault in what he says, he is a perfect man, able to keep his whole body in check.

3  When we put bits into the mouths of horses to make them obey us, we can turn the whole animal.

 4  Or take ships as an example. Although they are so large and are driven by strong winds, they are steered by a very small rudder wherever the pilot wants to go. 

5  Likewise the tongue is a small part of the body, but it makes great boasts. Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a small spark. 

6  The tongue is that kind of flame, a world of evil among the parts of the body. It corrupts the whole person, sets the whole course of his life on fire, and is itself set on fire by gehenna  (hell).

7  All kinds of animals, birds, reptiles and creatures of the sea are being tamed and have been tamed by man,

 8   but no man can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison.

9  With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in God's likeness. 

10  Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing. My brothers, this should not be. 

My brothers and my sisters, this should not be, should it?  How do we justify to ourselves and our God, the things we say to AND about others?  Gossip, slander, backbiting, complaining, grievances, and reactivity are epidemic, and the disease they cause is almost without cure….almost.  

Look. Of the many and myriad sins committed by humankind this one hits home for all of us.  Yes, even the best of us. Not all of us have issues with physical abuse, pornography, substance abuse, reckless lifestyles, gambling addictions, self-destructive tendencies, financial misconduct and so forth, but all of us use our tongues to do a disservice to others.  We probably did so just today. And I repeat, “My brothers and sisters, this should not be.”

Back in August a group of us went to Indy to attend the incredible event presented by the Women of Faith organization.  This happens to be a high quality spiritual experience for those who attend. I think 2008 was my 5th, and each year I think they will not be able to top the one before.  One of the excellent presenters is writer/actress Nicole Johnson.  Each year it is her job to create characters that resonate with women of all ages and in all stages of life.  In a word, she is awesome.  This year Nicole set the stage on fire when she delivered the monologue I am going to share with you now. Please listen carefully and open your hearts to receive the powerful, maybe even painful, message she conveys in PLAYING WITH FIRE.  As we begin, allow me to read again, these words from James.

Likewise the tongue is a small part of the body, but it makes great boasts.  Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a small spark.  The tongue is that kind of flame, a world of evil among the parts of the body.  It corrupts the whole person, sets the whole course of his life on fire, and is itself set on fire by gehenna (hell).
 “the tongue is that kind of flame.”

(video  approx. 8 mins. Out cue is “What have I done?”)
Did this hit home with you?  I feel very sure it did. We have all had our angry outbursts that crush and corrode; our barbs that jab and stab those we claim to love; our seemingly religious conversations about others that are really no more that gossip clothed in Christian concern.  Remember what they say, “You can talk about anyone. Say anything ugly you want as long as you follow it by, “Bless her heart.” “She hasn’t got the sense God gave a goose, Bless her heart”.   That is just Christian-speak for, “I want to talk about her. I know I shouldn’t, but if I do, and make it sound like I care, then it won’t really be gossip.”  Are we kidding ourselves or what?

In case you missed it, Words as well as sticks and stones, can hurt, and hurt deeply.  The lasting effects of verbal assaults are visible in many of us. Depression, low or no self-esteem, failed relationships, anger and physical illness are often the results of a lifetime of being the target of hateful words.  If your mother or father, in a fit of rage or fatigued frustration, yelled at you as our mom in the video did, then you are already painfully aware of the damage those words can do.  Many of you have shared stories of the vile things your parents said to you, “You must be stupid.”  “You’re gonna be no good, just like your brother.”  “If it weren’t for you I could have gone to school.”  “If you don’t behave I am going to call the police and have them take you to jail.”  “Why are you always such a bad boy?” “Can’t you shut up for 1 minute?”  “I never wanted you.”   Maybe you have even said those things. 

Well, The list of word-wounds goes on and on.  These are the kinds of words that James is referring to in our scripture today.  Words, which can burn down a life, kill a spirit, destroy a developing human being.  Cruel words hurt. They hurt the person who says them and the person who hears them.  

Gossip and slander hurt too.  Eleanor Roosevelt is credited with saying, 

“Great minds discuss ideas; average minds discuss events; small minds discuss people.”
And do we ever like to discuss others!  Well, what is the difference in having a conversation about someone and gossiping?  Can you tell? Let’s look to three religious traditions to see if we can get at a meaning.

 In Judaism, gossip is that which is spoken without a constructive purpose and that is considered sin.  Speaking negatively about people, even if retelling true facts, counts as sinful, as it demeans the dignity of people-both the speaker and the subject of the gossip.

In Islam, there is a very graphic view of talking ill. They call it backbiting, a term we see in our own Bible. Backbiting is the equivalent of eating the flesh of one’s dead brother. According to Muslims, backbiting harms it’s victims without offering them any chance of defense, just as dead people cannot defend against their flesh being eaten.
Christianity condemns all kinds of gossip. The In Romans 1:28-32, Paul places gossips ("backbiters") in a notorious list along with sexual immorality and murder.  

Of course, we need only to look to our Lord Jesus to learn the poignant truth about where our words are born and the power they hold when they are delivered.

Luke 6:45
The good man brings good things out of the good stored up in his heart, and the evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in his heart. For out of the overflow of his heart his mouth speaks.

A Biblical Commentator shared this personal story:

Years ago I visited a college friend at his home. On campus we had enjoyed a significant sharing of personal values and philosophies, much of it through discussion of literature, history and music. When we met at his home, he wanted me to hear a certain Mahler symphony that expressed some of his aspirations toward the attainment of love and peace. We listened together in silent pleasure, caught up in the music and our high ideals--until, at a particularly moving point in the symphony, my friend's mother broke the spell by entering the room and asking a mundane question about supper. Her innocent interruption received a fierce verbal rebuke from her son. How dare she spoil the exquisite music! Startled and embarrassed, she retreated from the room, but the damage to our mood had been done. 

The damage to our illusions had also been done. My friend and I talked about the incident. What good were ideals of love and aspirations to "self-actualization" if we could not control our tongues enough to speak respectfully to other human beings? The spirituality was only a feeling, an illusion, if it could not purify our behavior in the practical matter of what we said.
My friends, if our hearts flow with grace, peace, godly intentions, Christlikeness, then the words that issue forth from our lips will tenderly warm others, not set them on fire. If there is evil in us, it will be revealed by our words, and no amount of “Bless her heart”, will be able to cover the wicked intent we have for the subject of our gossip and the target of our anger.

Those of us who claim to be religious people, supposedly holy and close to God, have a special call to have a care with words.  In James 1:26 the writer tells the “religious” people, 

“If anyone thinks he is religious, and does not bridle his tongue but deceives his heart, this man’s religion is in vain.
As children of God; as followers of Jesus, we are called to examine our own hearts and minds to find the furnace that fuels the tongue and makes it a flame. Do something with me this week, would you? Let’s make a commitment to pause, before we speak a single word about anyone, and think carefully and honestly of what we are going to say. Let’s ask ourselves these questions, 

1. “Is what I have to say going to be helpful in any way? 
2. Will it cast someone is a negative light?  
3. If so, why in the world would I want to do such a thing?

 Psalm 141:3 provides us with a simple but eloquent prayer that can help us resist the temptation to speak unkindly and unwisely;
Set a guard, O Lord, over my mouth; keep watch at the door of my lips. -

                                   PRAY WITH ME.
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