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It probably won’t surprise anyone here if I say that I think that the Bible is an 
extraordinary source of wisdom for daily living.  Think about all the things that you 
hear uttered every day, often by people who, in all likelihood, haven’t spent ten 
minutes reading a Bible in the last year.  Things like this. Love covers a multitude 
of sins.  Weeping may last the night, but joy comes with the morning.  Never let 
the sun go down on your anger.  It is more blessed to give than to receive. 

There are also a great many things that sound so Biblical that people have come 
to assume that that’s where they are from.  “A fool and his money are soon parted” 
is sometimes attributed to the Bible, but it’s not in there.  I’ve heard the same thing 
about “Cleanliness is next to godliness,” and “Love the sinner, hate the sin.”  
Neither one is actually from the Bible.  Maybe the saying people most often 
mistake for Biblical advice is “the Lord helps those who help themselves,” which 
comes not from the Bible but that famous American sage, Ben Franklin.  But I 
have it on good authority that Ben Franklin did, indeed, read his Bible. 

It’s also not surprising that most of the memorable Biblical “sound-bites” came out 
of the mouth of Jesus.  I’m sure you can come up with a lengthy list of those 
yourself.  O ye of little faith.  Do unto others.  Render unto Caesar.  Turn the other 
cheek.  Probably the reason that so many of the things Jesus said have entered 
into the daily lexicon is that Jesus was a master at using compelling and 
memorable images to make his points. 

There is a danger with all wise sayings, regardless of their source, when the 
popular culture picks up on them.  As the sayings get farther and farther removed 
from their origins, they tend to morph into words that even the originator wouldn’t 
recognize, and take on meanings that the speaker never intended.  For example, 
the person who first said, “It’s a dog-eat-dog world” would be shaking his or her 
head over a comment I heard once.  After telling me about a difficult time she was 
having, a young woman shook her head and said wistfully, “Oh well, it’s a doggie-
dog world!”  Former New York Yankee Yogi Berra, probably the most quoted and 
misquoted person in modern times, apparently was so frustrated by all the 
variations on statements attributed to him that he thought he had to write a book to 
set people straight.  He titled it, in true “Yogi” fashion, I Really Didn’t Say 
Everything I Said. 
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Of course, neither Jesus nor the Bible generally are immune to this evolution of 
meanings.  For example, we all know that Jesus said that money was the root of 
all evil.  The only problem is, Jesus didn’t.  He actually said that love of money is 
the root of all kinds of evil – which is something totally different.  In today’s gospel 
lesson we encounter another of Jesus’ statements that has taken on a new life all 
its own. 

Mark tells us that Jesus “called the crowd to him along with his disciples and said: 
‘if anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and 
follow me.’” (Mark 8:34) Have you ever heard someone speaking about “the cross 
they have to bear?”  You’ve probably said it yourself.  I have.  When people say 
that today, they usually are talking about their boss, their arthritic knees, their 
problems meeting the mortgage, their car that doesn’t seem to want to start on 
cold mornings, or the NY Jets.  On occasion, my mother would very lovingly say 
that about her children – her son, at least.  I don’t remember feeling like I was 
anyone’s cross to bear, but the way my mother meant it, she was probably right. 

The point is that “bearing the cross” has come to mean suffering with dignity.  It 
means putting up with life’s hardships, large and small, with courage and without 
complaining.  And doing that may be a good thing, but Jesus meant something 
very different when he talked about taking up our crosses. 

Taking up the cross, for Jesus, was following the path that God commanded, like it 
or not, regardless of the personal cost.  It meant a commitment that was all-or-
nothing, irreversible.  Jesus is not asking us to go obediently to our physical 
deaths, or even necessarily to suffer, but is asking something no less serious. 

He says, “For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life 
for me and for the gospel will save it.” (Mark 8:35) I know it’s puzzling and 
paradoxical, but then, so is a messiah who becomes the victor by permitting 
himself to be the victim, or a savior who conquers death – by dying.  What Jesus is 
saying is that following him requires total obedience.  And, like Christ’s all-or-
nothing commitment, taking up our crosses and giving ourselves to Christ is all-or-
nothing.  It’s binary, one or zero, on-or-off, yes or no.  It’s never “sometimes,” or 
“sort of,” or “when it’s convenient.” 

That’s James’ point in our epistle lesson today – we are either committed to the life 
that Christ calls us to, or we aren’t.  James asks, “Can both fresh water and salt 
water flow from the same spring?  My [sisters and] brothers, can a fig tree bear 
olives, or a grapevine bear figs? Neither can a salt spring produce fresh water.” 
(James 3:11-12) If we follow Christ, people know we do by our fruits.  It makes no 
sense to claim to be a cherry tree if we’re going to produce blueberries one week 
and peaches the next.  But that’s what we all tend to do. 

James illustrates the inconsistency of our commitment by talking about our 
tongues – how we use them, and misuse them.  The tongue is a restless, 
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unpredictable, and potentially dangerous thing.  James says, “With the tongue we 
praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in 
God's likeness.” (James 3:9) And James is right on the mark, isn’t he? 

Words have extraordinary power – power to unite and heal or to divide and 
destroy.  Most of you know that my tendency is to go to politics when I’m looking 
for current relevant examples of bad behavior.  On the subject of the power of 
words to harm though, I find myself in an unusual predicament.  It isn’t that there 
are not examples of corrosive speech in politics today.  There certainly are.   

The problem I have is that the worst things that people have said lately about 
people they disagree with are so bad, I can’t repeat them in church.  We are 
operating in a time when many, many people are so convinced of the moral purity 
of their positions that just about anything they care to say about political 
opponents, or their families, is justified – in fact, it is considered an almost sacred 
responsibility to say them. 

Of course, I’m not letting Christians off the hook.  When I think about the most 
hateful things ever said by Christians who claimed to be following God’s will, I 
always remember the Westboro Baptist Church.  Their name might not ring a bell 
immediately, but let me refresh your memory.  They were from Topeka, Kansas, 
and they were active during the years of war in Afghanistan and Iraq.  They 
considered it their mission to correct America’s misguided attitude about 
homosexuality.  They were in the news for years because they would travel 
around the country to demonstrate at the funerals of young people killed in 
combat, claiming that the deaths were God’s punishment for America’s tolerance 
of gay and lesbian lifestyles.   

In full view of mourners, they carried signs saying that said things like “Thank God 
for IEDs” – improvised explosive devices – the homemade bombs that have taken 
the lives and limbs of so many service men and women.  Their signs left no doubt 
where the boy would be spending eternity for his sin of defending an evil nation.  
Seeing them on television was the most startling lesson I ever had of the power of 
words to wound.  It was a stark reminder of how even the word of God can be 
twisted into a devastating weapon. 

Yet as I think about the members of Westboro Baptist Church as individual people, 
rather than an ugly mob, I have no trouble believing that each of them at some 
time had also tenderly expressed love for another person.  Each had probably 
lifted his voice in prayer to God, had given words of encouragement a child, 
spoken compassionately to a friend who was suffering, or said something to lift the 
spirits of another person.  Each of those people was precisely what James was 
talking about: a spring that brought forth pure cool water at some times, and 
spewed brackish filth at other times. 
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Isn’t that what we all are, really?   “With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, 
and with it we curse men, who have been made in God's likeness.” (James 3:9) 
Most of us have probably never said anything as truly hideous the members of the 
Westboro Baptist Church.  But I’ll bet nearly everyone in this room has said 
something that wounded someone.  Something they deeply regretted afterward – 
something they wish they could take back. I have. 

Words have power.  It’s the power to hurt or to heal; to build up or tear down.  It’s 
useful, I think, for us to reflect together on how the things we say to each other, 
and how we say them, influence our communal lives in our homes, at work, in this 
family of faith, and in our nation. 

I’m really belaboring the obvious. When we deal with each other forthrightly and 
courteously, try conscientiously to know all the facts before we offer an opinion, 
refuse to engage in backbiting and rumor-mongering, and refrain from coloring the 
truth to suit our points of view, the fabric of our community is strengthened.  When 
we do the opposite, we just as surely weaken it.  James reminds us that great fires 
are set with one small spark. 

James himself gives some excellent advice earlier in his letter.  I’m sure you’ve 
heard these words before: “Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak, and 
slow to become angry.” (James 1:19) We talk about being “tongue tied” as if it’s a 
bad thing, but approaching each human interaction with “tongue tied” and ears 
open is not a bad game plan.  

President Calvin Coolidge was known as a man of few words.  There’s a story that 
Coolidge was once at a reception when he was approached by a woman.  She 
said, “I have a bet with my friends that I can get you to say at least three words.”  
Coolidge looked at the woman and responded, “You lose.” 

I’m not suggesting that we all be as closed-mouthed as Calvin Coolidge.  But we 
might do well to remember the wisdom of an old Turkish proverb: “Having two ears 
and one tongue, we should listen twice as much as we speak.”  And we should 
listen intending to hear. 

The broader message that James hints at is this: our tongues reveal to one and all 
just what lives inside us.  Everything we say, and the way we say it, tells others 
exactly the kind of people we really are.  Today Christ invites us into the paradox 
of taking up our cross – finding our very best and truest selves, by losing our 
selves to him.  And that’s exactly what James is saying, too.  We never have to 
worry about controlling what we say, if we are letting Christ control what we are. 


