
September 12, 2021   Rev. Katheryn McGinnis 

Let us pray, 

Your Word is a lamp to our feet and a light to our path. May we approach your Word 
today, Holy God, with the reverence and respect it deserves. Let us be intentional in our 
listening and focused in our minds as we hear your Word read and proclaimed today.  
Amen. 

Our scripture for this morning comes from the Book of James, Chapter 3, verses 1 
through 12. Listen now for the word of the Lord. 

Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers and sisters, for you know that we 
who teach will be judged with greater strictness. 2 For all of us make many mistakes. 
Anyone who makes no mistakes in speaking is perfect, able to keep the whole body in 
check with a bridle. 3 If we put bits into the mouths of horses to make them obey us, we 
guide their whole bodies. 4 Or look at ships: though they are so large that it takes strong 
winds to drive them, yet they are guided by a very small rudder wherever the will of the 
pilot directs. 5 So also the tongue is a small member, yet it boasts of great exploits.  How 
great a forest is set ablaze by a small fire! 6 And the tongue is a 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. 7 For every species of beast and bird, of reptile 
and sea creature, can be tamed and has been tamed by the human species, 8 but no one 
can tame the tongue — a restless evil, full of deadly poison. 9 With it we bless the Lord 
and Father, and with it we curse those who are made in the likeness of God. 10 From the 
same mouth come blessing and cursing. My brothers and sisters, this ought not to be so.  
11 Does a spring pour forth from the same opening both fresh and brackish water?  
12 Can a fig tree, my brothers and sisters, yield olives, or a grapevine figs? No more can 
salt water yield fresh. 

The word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. 

I know, in many of my sermons, I have shared stories and experiences of my year living 
in the Philippines. I’ve done this because that year was a deeply formative and 
monumental experience in my life - one that has largely shaped the view of the world I 
have today. And scripture.  

And a big part of my experience there that was so formative was speech. There are over 
100 languages spoken in the Philippines.  

You travel about 20 miles and they’re speaking a new language - quite a drastic change 
from suburban North Carolina - or many places in this country.  



But Because of this: most educated filipinos are trilingual: they would speak Tagalog, the 
national language, English: the language taught in schools, and their native or regional 
language.  

Most uneducated filipinos were still bilingual: speaking Tagalog and their Regional 
Language. Where I lived, my friends and coworkers would actually kinda combine all 
three when they spoke. 

They would speak a combination of Tagalog, english, and Ilokano - the local language - 
all of this to say, is that by the end of the year I could piece together generally what they 
were talking bout - but for a year, really the only speech I understood word for word was 
speech spoken directly to me.  

Going a year without fully understanding speech really teaches you how powerful it is. 
How drastically it shapes our view of the world and how we connect and interact with 
others and our stance in society.  

How each and every word we speak influences and shapes others and ourselves. In our 
scripture for today, James dives right in to the drastic and dramatic power of speech.  

How our fiery tongues have so much power - power that we should be wary of and thus 
speak intentionally, with care - knowing the evil it can produce.  

In James’ time and place in the world speech was words spoken or words thought - and 
occasionally words read. It was a largely illiterate society - with the elite few who could 
read having to read aloud to large crowds or gathering those words written down.  

While with the Roman roads - word traveled faster than it had before - compared to what 
we experience today - word still traveled slowly. 

I wonder what James would think of speech, the power of the tongue, in our world today.  

In this present moment and time speech manifests in so many different ways.  

Still in words spoken to each other, still in words we only think to ourselves, still in 
words read and proclaimed, but also in words typed - in emails, texts, tweets, in videos, 
in every form of social media you can think of - and they can all be spread in an instant.  

With the simplicity of just pressing send. And without the accountability of having to 
look the person you’re speaking to in the eye - you don’t have to immediately witness the 
power and influence of those words you so recklessly and quickly type. 

I imagine James would feel quite overwhelmed.  

Yes, the power of speech in this day and age feels, and the vast ways it manifest and 
spreads - feels quite unimaginable and uncontrollable.  



But as much as James would feel overwhelmed by the power and access of our speech 
today, I think he would feel equally excited and inspired with the possibilities. For as 
bleak and cautious James writes about the power of speech - it is a form of speech itself - 
writing - that he uses to communicate that message.  

He, too, knows the power of words that can transform and liberate the world in ways 
nothing else can. 

With the instant access we have today - words spoken can start a fire: both fires that 
cleanse and allow regrowth and transform - and fires that destroy.  

In recent years we have seen many fires started by words: Words that go viral in way that 
only this day and age can understand.  Some of these fires cleanse in the name of justice 
and social reform and some destroy in the name of further oppression of those we deem 
other.  

And our society is forever changed by them.  

And yet, silence is just as powerful.  

The lack of words sometimes speaks louder than any spoken. When we don’t know the 
words to say or are simply scared to speak, our silence speaks for us: contributing to the 
fires that destroy, fueling its flame. 

Ellie Wiesel, as you probably know - is a famous writer and holocaust survivor.  

In 1986 he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize and in his acceptance speech he speaks 
about a young boy he met in Aushwitz  

He remembers the boy asked his father in the camp: “Can this be true?” This is the 
twentieth century, not the Middle Ages. Who would allow such crimes to be committed? 
How could the world remain silent? 

Wiesel frames his speech in response to this memory - in response to this young boy - 
later on in his speech he states: “that is why I swore never to be silent whenever and 
wherever human beings endure suffering and humiliation. We must always take sides. 
Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the victim. Silence encourages the tormentor, never 
the tormented. Sometimes we must interfere.” 

In this day and age we have instant access to speaking: but we known others have instant 
access to speak back.  

Yet, despite the fear of getting it wrong, despite the fear of being chastised by strangers 
whose faces we have never seen - and probably never will - sometimes we must speak.  

We might get it wrong - we might make mistakes - yet I think James’s warnings are too 
harsh - sometimes the mistakes we speak get us closer to speaking truth to justice than if 
we remain silent.  



The book of James as a whole is wisdom literature.  

James is heavily influenced by ancient jewish and greek philosophy and he uses this 
knowledge to give us advice, to help us live wisely in faith.  

With our tongues, with the words we speak - we must be wise.  

Our task is to be wise enough to use our words with care and intentionality - but 
ultimately - to use them. To find our voice - to speak truth to justice - even if we fumble 
along the way.  And we do this all through faith.  

Because words spoken gave us this world. In the beginning God speaks life into 
existence: God said, let there be light, and there was light. 

Because words spoken brought us the gospel: It was just one word spoken by a weeping 
woman at an empty tomb that spoke the gospel into the world.  

When the resurrected Christ appears to Mary Magdalene - it is not until she recognizes 
him - as Jesus the Christ - Jesus the resurrected God, and she speaks: Rabonni! Or, 
teacher,  that the gospel lives. 

It’s in that one word spoken that Gospel is spoken for the first time. And it’s with just 5 
words spoken that the Gospel spreads:  

I have seen the Lord, she preaches these words to the disciples, and thus the gospel is let 
out into the world to liberate and transform. 

When I traveled home from the Philippines, I remember feeling quite overwhelmed. 

All at once, I could understand every conversation around me - whether I it was spoken 
directly to me or not.  

And as the time went on and I adjusted to life back in a world where I could understand, I 
began to feel grief. Grief that I no longer was speaking as intentionally and carefully as I 
had when others understanding me depended on it.  

Grief that I no longer had to take that extra care to understand the power of my words.  

We must be wise with our words. but not afraid of them. we must speak carefully, but 
speak we must when we see injustices, when we see suffering, when we see anyone 
excluded from God’s love.  

And ultimately - we must give thanks for the very ability to speak - for its the power of 
our speech too - that reminds us we are made in the image of God - the God who spoke 
this world into existence -  

The God that gave us the logos - The word that became flesh and lived among us.  

and for that - Thanks be to God. Amen.


