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“Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable 

to you, O LORD, my rock and my redeemer.” 

That is verse 14 from Psalm 19.  Psalm 19 is today’s lectionary Psalm which, 

as we often do, we used part of in our call to worship. 

Liturgists and preachers often use this particular verse as part of prayer of 

understanding before the scripture readings or for the sermon—

which I probably should have done today based on the lectionary 

passages today, particularly from James chapter 1 verse 3, which says, 

“Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers and sisters, for you 

know that we who teach will be judged with greater strictness.” 

As a preacher who has the power and responsibility of the pulpit, this does 

give me pause.  As one commentator said, “The preacher 

encountering [today’s text from James] might be forgiven for the 

sudden urge to suggest, in lieu of the sermon, that the congregation 

engage in a time of silent prayer.” 

And that is because the epistle lesson today from James chapter 3 is very 

concerned about the power and abuse of the tongue, that is what we 

say and how we say it.   

In verse 6 James writes says, “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.” 

Ya know, I didn’t realize that that media talk show hosts existed in the first 

century—though, come to think of it, they did have politicians. 

Apparently even without multimedia, you can still set a house on fire 

by inflammatory rhetoric.  Or quench flames with words of wisdom. 
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20 years ago today we were in shock at the devasting terrorist attacks the 

previous day, but at the same time we came together as a people not 

only to respond to the attacks, but also to reach out and help each 

other.  We weren’t Republicans or Democrats, conservatives or 

liberals, we were one nation, under God, indivisible because our 

freedom and liberty were threatened.   

We say, “never forget.”  But what do we mean by that?  Certainly, we want 

to remember all those who tragically lost their lives that day in the 

attack, including the first responders and the ceremonies yesterday 

across the country were appropriate. 

But we also can’t forget the after effects from that day, such as the first 

responders who have died or are suffering ill effects from that day and 

yet struggle to get the health services needed because of the costs and 

how we handle health care in this country.  And there are also the 

families and friends who lost loved ones, but are often forgotten, 

except for a photo-op. 

We remember how we came together as a people, as human beings.  Now 

we cannot have even a civil discussion between people of different 

beliefs or political affiliation.  Families and friends are not only 

divided, but there is a chasm between “us” and “them” that seemingly 

cannot be bridged. 

And analogous to 9/11, a year and a half ago we—and the rest of the world—

were attacked again from an even more deadly enemy with the corona 

virus.  And yet, instead of uniting against it, supporting and helping 

each other, and working together to deal with it, we politicized it and 

fell back to the tired trope of individualism above all else even at the 
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expense of public good with over 40 million COVID-19 cases in the 

U.S. alone since the start of the pandemic and more than 4 million of 

these cases reported in the past few weeks. 

So this is where we are today in our society and American Christianity.  We 

haven’t the faintest idea how to listen and so much of our “discourse” 

is a shouting match. Foolishness abides. Fires are set, and what is the 

cost?  And, more importantly, to what end? 

Today’s Old Testament lesson is from Proverbs where wisdom is 

personified as a woman who cries out at the busiest street corner: 

“How long, O simple ones, will you love being simple?  How long will 

scoffers delight in their scoffing and fools hate knowledge? 

Give heed to my reproof; I will pour out my spirit to you; I will make my 

words known to you.” 

She then laments that because they reject her, she will not help them, 

saying:  

“Then they will call upon me, but I will not answer; they will seek me 

diligently, but will not find me. Because they hated knowledge and 

did not choose the fear of the LORD.” 

Now “fear of the Lord” doesn’t mean to be afraid of God, but to humbly 

respect God and desire to do his will.  This and knowledge comprise 

wisdom. 

But with wisdom comes accountability.  The number one quality of wisdom 

is its capacity to acknowledge the fundamental reality that all of 

creation is dependent upon God’s gifts grace and mercy. 

Faithful wisdom does not avoid but looks squarely and honestly at the story 

of human existence, seeing the faults and acknowledging them and 
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humbly seeking to rectify them.  According to Proverbs, those who 

listen to Wisdom will live at ease and not fear evil.  Not that life will 

be easy, but people will take comfort in knowing they are promoting 

God’s kingdom on earth. 

At the heart of God’s creation story we hear of the power of God’s “Word” to 

bring about all that exists; God spoke—and it happened. It is God’s 

Word of promise that has established, restored, and sustained God’s 

rich creation and a faithful people. Among God’s gifts to humans is 

the ability to participate in that word, both through its power to 

create and sustain human community, and its ability to speak God’s 

word of promise to one another. 

The Word and our words bind us in blessing and worship of the creator, 

and they call us to speak congruent words of blessing to one another 

in community. Yet our words so often fall short. And our actions often 

do meet the rhetoric of our words. 

The book of Proverbs list some of the marks to live a life of responsibly 

under God.  These include practicing friendship and neighborliness, 

helping the poor, the widow, the orphan, both as individuals and as 

individuals in government. Such help is understood as the special 

responsibility of those in positions of power. As Proverbs 29:14 says, 

“If a king judges the poor with equity, his throne will be established 

forever.”  

Today’s gospel lesson underscores that to do God’s will is to humble 

yourself and not exult, to take the cross seriously and not trivialize it. 

In no Gospel does Jesus say, “It is my responsibility to die for you, while 

you applaud my heroism.” Instead, he says, essentially, “The Son of 
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Man is ordained by God to suffer, die, and be raised. And so are his 

followers. Are you coming?” 

Here is something to ask ourselves: in what ways do we pretend that Jesus 

didn’t mean this, or try to be our own messiahs and save ourselves? 

On what do we stake our lives? In what do we ultimately place our 

trust? 

Jesus speaks of losing our lives for his sake, and for the sake of the gospel.  

Taking up our cross means being willing to suffer the consequences of 

following Jesus faithfully, whatever those consequences might be. It 

means putting Jesus’ priorities and purposes ahead of our own 

comfort or security. It means being willing to lose our lives by 

spending them for others -- using our time, resources, gifts, and 

energy so that others might experience God’s love made known in 

Jesus Christ. 

So many Christians seem to think like Peter—that the Messiah (the Christ) 

will come sweeping in and destroy all the bad people while us good 

people sit back and watch approvingly. 

In Mark, Jesus says, “You need to so as I do: a life that reaches out to those 

who are ostracized, unclean, or marginalized. And be prepared to 

suffer as a consequence of not paying heed to social and religious 

norms while doing so.” 

Knowledge about Jesus' identity is useless if it remains abstract; Christ calls 

followers to journey with him. Following Jesus is not a wandering 

voyage; it points a particular direction, ending up at crucifixion and 

resurrection. 
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If we have chosen Christ, then why? Who is he to us? Who are we becoming 

as we live into his identity that resides within us?  

The life of discipleship is a journey, not an instantaneous accomplishment.  

It is living in a new way that opens up the kingdom of God:  being of 

service to others, loving and caring, and opening a ministry of peace 

and reconciliation with others. 

At least that’s what the Bible says. 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 


