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James 3:1-12  “To Be or Not to Be”   Second Reformed Church, Zeeland 9/13/15 

 

A few weeks ago, Pastor Miriam Barnes began her children’s message with the overly familiar 

song, “Sticks and stones will break my bones, but words will never hurt me.” 

I’m here to say that this is completely wrong. 

Sure, sticks and stones might break bones-- though hockey skates and downhill skiing are more 

likely culprits. 

It's the idea that words don’t hurt, that I now find laughable. 

Words are powerful.  Of course they hurt. 

In the beginning  when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and 

darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters.  

The God said [words], Let there be light”; and there was light.  Genesis 1:1-3 

Not just light, looking at Genesis 1, we realize that Words create all of life. 

God speaks words-- life is not only created, but sustained. 

Words are powerful. 

I realized this truth in my teenage years when people made jokes about my weight. 

Chubby (they would say). Husky. Fat. 

Don’t tell me that words never hurt when I struggled to even look into a mirror when classmates 

laughed at me when I was overweight or when classmates overly praised me when an eating 

disorder in college pushed me to the opposite extreme. 

Words are powerful. 

I realized this when one of my gay classmates took immense abuse from people in school.  They 

laughed at him. They sneered.  They tormented. 

I’m ashamed now that I did very little to help this classmate. 

It should be no surprise that gay youth are 4 times more likely to attempt suicide as compared to 

their straight classmates.*  I know this from very personal experience as someone in my own 

family has wrestled through some of this truth. 

Words are powerful. 

They do more than hurt. They can actually kill. 

Teasing. Mocking. Jeering. Deriding. Demeaning. Dehumanizing. 

Words are very powerful. 

I realize this truth when some of my friends of color have had to endure people shouting racist 

junk at them like, “Go back to Mexico,” “You’re not one of us,” and much, much worse. 

Don’t tell me that words are harmless when kids run home from school crying because someone 

called them ugly, retarded, stupid, worthless, unloved, and unwanted. 

Words are extremely powerful. 

There is life and death in the power of words. 

Which is exactly what our scripture passage from James is saying: 

vs 10:  “From the same mouth comes [either] blessing or cursing.”   

In other words, we can either be part of the healthy construction of life, or its destruction. 

--We can either be thoughtful and graceful with what we say, or we can be sledgehammers. 

--We can either be part of God’s work of reconciling differences, or we can simply create even 

wider divisions and cause even greater devastation. 

From the same mouth comes [either] blessing or cursing.   

James knew that words weren’t simply words-- they impact behavior; they adjust priorities; they 

have the power to reform and reshape reality. 

This may be what Gandhi meant when he said this: 
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“Your beliefs become your thoughts,  your thoughts become your words, your words become 

your actions, your actions become your habits, your habits become your values, your values 

become your destiny.” 

I don’t love the word, “destiny”, but I do agree that words are part of the wider formation of our 

values and thus, priorities and beliefs.  That is why I think racist jokes are so dangerous-- why 

flippant remarks about someone’s weight are so destructive-- why the constant diet of mumbling 

and grumbling in front of our children is so devastating: 

Words become actions. 

Actions become habits. 

Habits become values. 

Values become wider patterns for life and faith. 

---- 

Our congregational goal for the next few years is foster deeper commitment and wider 

hospitality; something that cannot be achieved if we are to be careless with our words or 

capricious with our actions. 

Words are powerful. 

They can be blessing or curse.  They can captivate imaginations or quickly close doors.  They 

can be winsome and warm or hostile and harmful.  Indeed, it is my prayer that as a church of 

justified sinners, we do everything possible in the wider Zeeland community to help people 

experience words that bring healing and wholeness; words that invite and engage; words that 

welcome and comfort. 

In fact, James is reminding us that we have such a choice each and every time words come 

out of our mouth.   

Blessing or curse. Love or hatred. Invitation or dismissal.  Open arms or closed doors. 

Willingness to forgive or grudge to hold. Consolation or devastation. Comfort or confrontation. 

Mercy or mayhem.  Being kind or being a curmudgeon.   

Words befitting of God’s beloved children or those of our enemies. 

---- 

Let me put it differently:  We will not grow deeper and wider in Christ if it is curse and hatred 

that we choose.  Nor will we experience the fullness of life if our words are more saturated by 

death.  Nor will we embody joyousness and excitement, if our tongue is, as our text puts it, 

simply filled with restless evil and deadly poison. 

--- 

Words become actions. 

Actions become habits. 

Habits become values. 

Values become wider patterns for life and faith. 

---- 

This isn’t about political correctness nor is this about some personal agenda. 

I honestly believe that caring about words is about submitting to the gospel and helping people, 

all people, experience what God is doing in our midst. 

As such, it is my heartfelt goal  here at Second to have people hear more than our words, but 

through us, the actual words of the very Word (capital W) who became flesh for our salvation. 

Words like, “Come to me, all who are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give 

your rest.” 
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Words like, “I am the resurrection and the life, those who believe in me, even though they die, 

will live.” 

Words like, “Take courage, it is I. Fear not.” 

Words like, “Love God and neighbor.” 

Words like, “I am the Good Shepherd; I am the bread of life; I am the light of the world; I am the 

way, the truth, and the life.”   

Words like, “This is my body broken for you.” 

Words like, “The first shall be last, and the last, first.” 

Words like, “Go and baptize and disciple the nations.” 

Words like, “You are forgiven.  You are my beloved.  (and) I will be with you forever.” 

---- 

Words become actions. 

Actions become habits. 

Habits become values. 

Values become wider patterns for life and faith. 

---- 

What will it with us? 

Blessing or Curse.  

Compassion or Poison. 

Words of life or those of death. 

----- 

About the same time I did very little to stand up to the bullies in my highschool class, my 

favorite coach pulled me aside one day in Holland High’s Dutch Dome, and said something to 

this effect: “Are you going to believe what they are saying-- that you are too fat, too slow, too 

small, too ugly, or are you going to believe something different?” 

It was huge realization in my life. 

Words might still hurt, but there are other words even more powerful for us to hear, 

believe, and put into action. 

God doesn’t see us as ugly, or worthless, or unlovable-- in fact, from the same lips that created 

life came words that redeemed it in and through Jesus Christ. 

 ---- 

Words become actions. 

Actions become habits. 

Habits become values. 

Values become wider patterns for life and faith. 
 

 

Rev. Karsten Voskuil, 

Sunday, September 13, 2015     

 
*Data taken from the Trevor Project. 


