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I have a question this morning, who among us might be able to get this salt back into the shaker through the little holes out of which it now pours?
  Just as the salt, once poured out of a shaker, cannot be forced back through the holes, words formed and sent out of our mouths cannot be unspoken, cannot be undone, cannot be put back through their little holes.
This morning together I want us to think about the power of our words for history proves when words are underestimated they can change the course of time.  Case in point, at the end of World War II the Allied powers delivered an ultimatum to the leadership of the Japanese forces demanding total surrender.  The Japanese responded with the word mokusatsu,
 which can be translated as either "to ignore" or "to withhold comment".  History seems to suggest the Japanese intended the Allied powers to understand they wished to withhold comment for a time so that they might discuss the ultimatum and decide what to do.  However, the Allies translated mokusatsu to mean their ultimatum was being ignored and with this interpretation in hand the fateful decision to drop the atomic bomb was made and the world was forever changed.
Indeed, the power of words must never be taken for granted.  Each of us in this room can remember being on the sending or receiving end of words that we wished could be taken back.   

Last weekend I was reminded of the staying power of words one again.  I was in Ohio visiting some friends.  During dinner one night I discovered that the husband of one of my friends had gone to the same elementary school as had I.  Though 18 years separate our ages, we knew and had some of the same teachers.  As we talked he chanced to mention a Ms. Smith; she was our 6th grade reading teacher.  Oh, I admired this woman.  She as stately and eloquent, always beautifully dressed, and she had read more books than our little library could hold.  She was the smartest person I knew and not only did I want to be just like her and I wanted her to like me.  Well one evening, during a PTA gathering, Ms. Smith complimented me to my dad.  I was so proud.  But then my Father, out of nowhere said, well, I wish she was more like that at home.  

I was mortified, I ran from the room and all the way home.  I would not speak to my Dad for days.  Now, 40+ years later, sitting in a home in Ohio last weekend, the mere mention of Ms. Smith’s name brought back my Father’s words and the embarrassed feelings of an 11 year old.  

Words can last a long time and their effect, positive or negative, can build up or tear down, encourage or defeat, inform or persuade.  But somehow it’s the damning words, the demeaning words that last the longest and have the greatest impact.  

The writer of the letter of James, understood the power of words and he realized that his community was in a precarious position and words would make all the difference.  James and his community lived in a time of uncertainty.  Jesus had risen some 20 years prior and everyone thought by now things would be different.  Certainly by now, after the resurrection of the King of Kings and the Prince of Peace, certainly by now God’s people and those who loved and followed Jesus would no longer be subject to the rule of Rome.  Certainly by now all that had been disordered since y Eden’s fall would be set right and peace, the shalom of God’s Kingdom, would reign.  

But that is not what happened.  Jesus, the living Son of God, had come and walked among them, had taught and healed, he had died and risen again and yet, in their everyday lives, the sweat required to bring food to the table was no less and the need to worry about the Roman soldiers who walked their Jerusalem streets was even more. 
In the midst of this circumstance, in the middle of this confusion, James realizes that people were beginning to talk and they are not using their words in ways that celebrated the Kingdom of God.  The King James Version of this morning’s Old Testament text says that death and life are in the power of the tongue and James knew that death or the life, the effectiveness or the failure of this early Christian Community, rested in the power of the words that these early followers spoke to each other.  So in clear language James takes on the power of this tiny muscle in our mouths.  

The tongue, James says, guides our whole being, just like a bit in a horse’s mouth or a rudder on a ship’s underside; a person’s tongue directs his life.  The tongue has the power to start raging fires, as if the flames themselves rose straight from hell.  And though we can domesticate all sorts of animals, we, this ancient writer would have us know; have not been able to tame the tongue.  James admonishes those who will listen than their tongues, our tongues, should not swear and praise, curse and commend.  He advises that they and we should learn to control our tongues and produce from our mouths those things that are good, those things that are helpful, those things that we would not mind God standing next to us as we say them.
But sometimes it’s not so easy to know what is good and what is helpful, what is right and what is true.  And that is the problem faced in our morning’s children’s story and if we tell the truth by many of us.

In, Mr. Peabody’s Apples;
 all of the good people of Happeville live a fine existence.  They speak to one another, are kind and enjoy that Mayberry RFD way of life.  The elementary school history teacher, Mr. Peabody, devotes his summer time Saturday’s to organizing baseball games for the town’s children.  Each Saturday the boys and girls gather and have a wonderful time participating in the nation’s pastime.  

And, after each game, once bats and bats and balls had been collected, after each child had started home, waving and promising to be there next week, Mr. Peabody walks home too.  One Saturday, Tommy Tittlebottom just happens to see Mr. Peabody on his way home and what he sees surprises him to no end.  Mr. Peabody stops in front of the local store and from the display of apples that stand outside its doors; he chooses one, drops it in his bag and continues on his way.  Tommy could not believe his eyes.  
The very next Saturday, after the game, Tommy gathers his friends and they wait across from the store to see if this terrible travesty will happen again.  And it does.  Mr. Peabody takes another apple, the biggest one he can find, drops it in his bag and continues on his way home.
Well Tommy and his friends tell everyone they know about Mr. Peabody.  Just as the writer of James promised, their words spread like wildfire and the next Saturday no one shows up to play ball, no one at all except Billy.  With tears in his eyes tells his coach that everyone thinks him a thief.   

Well the story plays out in this way.  Mr. Peabody and Billy go back to the store.  The owner explains it all to Billy, Mr. Peabody pays for the apple when he buys his groceries and picks it up after each Saturday’s baseball game.  Billy runs to tell Tommy and Tommy comes to Mr. Peabody’s to apologize.  The final act of the book is Mr. Peabody invites Tommy to meet him on the ball field and he asks him to please bring a feather pillow.  Once they meet Mr. Peabody cuts open the pillow and as Tommy holds it high the feathers fly fast and far.  The coach then asks the child to go and collect all of the feathers and the lesson is learned, words once spoken cannot be gathered again.

What was Tommy’s fault; that he had spoken the truth of what he had seen, because that was all he had done.  What was Tommy’s fault, that he had taken the facts of a thing and made a decision based on the best information he had.  What was the fault of those who held the atomic bomb in their hands; they evaluated what they thought was before them and choose the course they thought best.  And what about my Dad, he actually told the truth, I was a better person at school than I was sometimes at home.  Was it is his fault that he told the truth?  Tommy and the Allied leaders, my dad and many of us look around us and see with our eyes what we can see and decide to speak with our mouths what we think we understand and sometimes, sometimes we simply do not know enough to speak because the story is not over yet, all that needs to be known is not yet known.
The same was true for the people who lived in the time James wrote.  They knew Jesus had lived and died, they believed in their hearts that he had risen from the dead and that he was coming back again.  But as they looked around them, as they experienced the challenges of their lives, what they saw did not match what they expected and so words that could demean and divide, words that could tear down and weaken their community began to be spoken.
Now at this point in this sermon there are a couple of very different ways to go.  I could say that human nature encourages us to speak before we have all of the facts.  I could say that Tommy did not have all of the facts when he started spreading rumors and James’ brothers and sisters could not have known that the nascent church they represented would flourish and grow and give strength to countless souls throughout the ages.  I could focus on how easily our culture accepts the talking heads of MSNBC or Fox, how quickly we listen to the ½ truths of both sides and how we seem to be awash in rumor and innuendo, spin and splices of the truth.  This sermon could turn to how quickly and easily we let words run amok on Facebook or My Space, in texts or tiny tweets.  We could even take up how no one seems even the least bit concerned about how words wound, how they may not be taken back and how impossible it is to get the salt back into the shaker.  
But I don’t want to focus on the things we are not doing well.  The examples abound.  What I do want to do is remind us that God’s word says our words are to be seasoned with grace and that we will have to give an account for every careless word we speak, not my words, but God’s.

And so at this point, while I wish I could convince those who edit newspapers and fill our airwaves, or those who publish bumper stickers or on electronic walls or to care more about their words; I have no audience with them.  But I do here in this place.  And I can share with you what I think you and I might rightly do as we take in the lessons of Mr. Peabody and the author of James.    

I think we ought to think.  And in this case think is not a verb but an acronym.  Before we speak, before we add to the cacophony about us, before we engage this powerful little muscle God has given us as gift, and warned us can be filled with deadly poison, we ought to think about our words.

We ought to ask . . .

· True

· Are they true?  Do we know what we are going to speak is true.  Or is it something we are repeating whose veracity we care nothing about.  

· Helpful

· Do we believe, really believe what we are about to speak will be helpful to the one who will hear it.  Will it be instructive, will it be life giving.  Remember the power of life and death are in the tongue.  

· Integrity

· Will it allow you to speak with integrity, will it allow you to speak with an ethical and moral voice.  

· Necessary

· And are the words you are about to speak necessary, are they essential, are they needed to achieve a result.     

· Kingdom

· And maybe most importantly, will the words you speak in any way bring about the way of God’s Kingdom, will they speak life into a situation, will they bring the rich meaning of God’s shalom.  Will they lift up joy and righteousness, peace and justice, will your words further God’s kingdom here on earth.

There is power in our words, there is power in our tongues, there is life and death in what we say and how we say it.  James knew it, Mr. Peabody knew it and now you and I know it.  Beloved of God, we may not go from this place today and live in the same way; we may not speak the same.  And thanks be to God we have a powerful aid to help us guard our tongues for the very God of creation walks with us and will whisper into our ears and hearts those things we ought to say, if we will but ask and listen.
Lord, speak to me that I may speak in living echoes of your tone.  May our closing hymn be our prayer as we think about the power of our words and the use of our tongues.
� For those reading this sermon on line, as I speak this opening sentence I am holding a salt shaker upside down and the salt is pouring freely and quickly out of its holes. 





� For more information please go to � HYPERLINK "http://alsos.wlu.edu/information.aspx?id=1699" �http://alsos.wlu.edu/information.aspx?id=1699� or � HYPERLINK "http://lonehighlander.wordpress.com/2007/08/10/mokusatsu-ignore-or-lets-weigh-this-before-we-r/" �http://lonehighlander.wordpress.com/2007/08/10/mokusatsu-ignore-or-lets-weigh-this-before-we-r/�.
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