
 
 

Guest Preacher The Rev. Dr. Robert Derrenbacker’s Sermon from Sunday September 16, 2018 
17th Sunday after Pentecost’  ~ 

 
May the words of my mouth, and the meditation of my heart, 

be acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer.  Amen. 
 
Last week, our epistle reading from James chapter 2 reminded us that Christian communities need 
to be welcoming to all people, no matter their station in life.  Favoritism for certain people is not 
to be tolerated.  And when a congregation treats rich and poor and the powerful and the powerless 
alike, it fulfills what James calls the “royal law,” the law of loving your neighbor as yourself.  
 
This week, James continues in this vein of proper behavior in the church, calling Christians to 
remember that words matter, and how we speak and what we say has the potential to do real 
harm, or real good, to the community of believers.  And this is where I’d like us to dwell for the 
next few minutes as we together think about what the epistle reading from James is saying to us 
today as followers of Jesus.  
 
Now, our Epistle begins as follows: “Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers 
and sisters, for you know that we who teach will be judged with greater strictness.”   These 
are tough words for a teacher, or preacher to hear, knowing that I as your teacher today will be 
“judged with greater strictness.”  And with the words that follow warning of the dangers of bad 
speech and an uncontrolled tongue, perhaps we should spend the next 12 minutes in silent prayer 
together [!]  But I’ll resist that temptation, and venture carefully a bit further as your preacher 
this morning. 
 
It’s interesting to think a bit about the role that speech and words play in today’s society.  The 
Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms has enshrined “freedom of expression” as a 
“fundamental freedom,” and it is, it could be argued, the most important freedom that Canadians 
enjoy.  Likewise, the First Amendment in the United States codifies “freedom of speech” a 
“constitutional right.”  It seems that all modern democracies have these sorts of laws or codes that 
protect the right to free expression.  This right is both precious and irrefutable.  And yet in this 
age of Twitter and Facebook and “straight-talking” politicians and shameless celebrities, we are 
now venturing into new territory in this particular right of free expression, where speech has 
become a more and more spontaneous, careless, and thoughtless outburst.  
 
So it is interesting to think about this as our cultural backdrop when we hear our reading from 
James, where we see that having the ability to speak needs to be accompanied by responsibility 
and great care, particularly in a culture that does exhibit either in its speech.  
 
In chapter three, James begins by reminding his readers that no one is perfect, particularly in 
speech.  So everyone, including the wisest teachers in the community, will slip up now and again.  
James then introduces three metaphors for the tongue, that organ in the human body that 
produces words and speech.  First, James describes a bridle and bit for a horse.  Just as the bit 
controls the movements of the horse, a tongue, though small, can control the movement of the 
whole body.  It is a similar sort of picture with a ship’s rudder.  It is very small, but very powerful, 
as it steers a large ship as its pilot directs.  “So also the tongue is a small member,” James says, 
“yet it boasts of great exploits.”  But these two rather innocuous metaphors for the tongue are 
followed by a third, more serious image, that of fire. “The tongue is a fire,” James says. “How 
great a forest is set ablaze by a small fire! . . . The tongue is placed among our members as a 
world of iniquity; it stains the whole body, sets on fire the cycle of nature, and is itself set 
on fire by hell.”  



These are pretty strong words for the tongue, that little organ that seems to live so happily in our 
mouths.  Just as a small fire can destroy a great forest, so too can a small tongue destroy a body of 
disciples  ~  a church community.  I can’t help but think of the expression quite common in our social 
media culture of “going viral”  ~  of inflammatory speech, like gossip, slander and misrepresentation 
spreading across the internet like wildfire.  Even in the ancient technological world of James and his 
readers, James knows full well how wrong-headed speech spreads like a disease and infects all those 
along the way.  So James reminds his readers that the words we use, the things we say, the opinions 
we articulate, impact not just us, or the person to whom they are directed, but the community as a 
whole.  It has, as James puts it, the ability to “stain the whole body.”  In other words, the things we 
say can impact all of us, each of our neighbors.  Our society might tell us something different, that 
our words are consequence-free when we exercise our right to freedom of expression.  When our 
speech offends someone, we often simply retort  ~  “I’m allowed to express my opinion, aren’t I?”  
Weren’t we all taught the following nursery rhyme:  “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but 
names will never hurt me.”  Today’s reading from James tells us that this nursery rhyme is a lie, that 
“names can, and will, hurt,” not just the individual to whom the words are directed, but also the 
community to which the individual belongs.  This is serious business, James says.  So watch how you 
use your tongue. 
 
I think it is important, too, to remember what sorts of words can be destructive in a viral sort of 
way.  Yes, we know about slander and gossip and an outright untruth.  Certainly these sorts of 
destructive speech acts are obviously in mind in James’ letter.  But I also think James has in mind 
more subtle forms of speech that have the potential to mislead and deceive.  Now more than ever, 
we live in a culture of half-truths, slippery talk, and ‘double-speak,’ whether from politicians or 
advertisers.  We are fooling ourselves if we think we are immune to this sort of speech. 
 
Today’s lesson reminds me of another childhood expression, one that I think I heard growing up 
and one I may have even offered to my own children as sage advice:  “If you can’t say anything 
nice, don’t say anything at all.”  (How many of you have heard that before?)  Given what James 
says in our lesson, perhaps we should heed this advice and simply keep our mouths shut.  That 
way, we avoid lighting a fire that cannot be extinguished.  
 
But I don’t know if James would 
agree with this approach.  Yes, 
there are times where we need 
to keep our mouths shut.  But 
James reminds us that just 
because the tongue is potentially 
a dangerous and unwieldy thing, 
we should strive to use our 
tongues to speak wisely and in a 
way the builds up our neighbors 
and brings blessing to God.  
“From the same mouth,” James 
says, “comes blessing and 
cursing.”  Here, James reminds 
us that just as our words can 
bring a curse to others, they also can bring a blessing.  Our tongues can be forces of evil or forces 
of good.  Our words can destroy, or our words can heal. 
 
Our Sunday liturgy is full of words of healing, some of them are words we hear and words that we 
say to each other, words like “Almighty God, have mercy upon you, pardon deliver you for all your 
sins ...” or “The peace of the Lord be always with you ...” or “The body of Christ given for you 
...” or “May we, who share his body, live his risen life; we, who drink his cup, bring life to 



others.” These are words of blessing, words that bless one another and bring blessing and glory to 
God.  These are the words which we are all called to utter.  Our words need to be steeped in 
grace, full of peace, and always looking to build up. 
 
So like last week, James has challenged us this morning.  He has reminded us in very blunt but easy 
to understand terms that the tongue can be a dangerous thing.  At the same time, the tongue 
needs to be a good thing, something that builds up and lifts up those around us.  
 
So let us pray:  “May the words of our mouths, and the meditations of our hearts, be acceptable 
to you, O Lord, our rock and our redeemer.”  Amen. 
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