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SUMMARY
They say talk is cheap. But the kind of talk Christ calls us to utter — kind, compassionate, caring discourse — is the rarest of commodities and the building block of true Christian conversation.

AT A GLANCE
The way we talk reveals how committed we are as Christians. Positive, upbuilding talk is a counterweight to the kinds of “evil talk” outlined in Ephesians. It has nothing to do with accent or grammar, and everything to do with how we use the God-given gift of speech as a strong and grateful response to the forgiveness and grace we have received from Jesus Christ.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “Eating for Eternal Life,” August 9, 2015. 

“So then, putting away falsehood, let all of us speak the truth to our neighbors, for we are members of one another.”
—Ephesians 4:25

It’s a simple but reliable principle of human life: how people talk reveals a lot about who they are.
Imagine a person comes up to you and says this: “I was out driving the other day when I had a punctured tyre. I pulled off to the verge and opened the boot. There was no spare. So, I opened the bonnet. Fortunately, a lorry driver saw the raised bonnet and stopped to help me out.”
Anyone who follows that has likely spent some time in the British Isles. Winston Churchill once said the English and Americans are “two great peoples divided by a common language,” and this is a case in point.
Want an American translation? “I was out driving the other day when I had a flat tire. I pulled off to the shoulder and opened the trunk. There was no spare. So, I opened the hood. Fortunately, a truck driver saw the raised hood and stopped to help me out.”
The way we talk can also reveal something about how committed we are to being Christian. It has nothing to do with accent, or vocabulary or grammar. It has everything to do with how we use this God-given gift of speech.
Do our words hurt, or do they heal? Do they work in service to truth or falsehood? Do our words build up, or do they tear down?
Such are the concerns we read about in Ephesians, chapters 4 and 5. It’s a collection of miscellaneous ethical advice and many of these instructions can help your congregation understand how Christians should talk to one another … and to others.

Put Away Falsehood
Let’s see what the Scriptures say:
“Putting away falsehood, let all of us speak the truth to our neighbors, for we are members of one another” (4:25).
That one sounds like a no-brainer. Christians are supposed to speak the truth. Everybody knows that! We like to imagine ourselves as fundamentally trustworthy people.
But not so fast. Sometimes we’re led to ask the question Pontius Pilate famously asked: “What is truth?”
What about the infamous “little white lies” we tell, intended to not hurt another person’s feelings? What about when the dental hygienist asks whether we really do floss twice a day? What about the expenses we deduct on our tax returns?
Telling the truth isn’t always so straightforward and simple, is it?
Think about some examples of things we say or do that we quickly follow with explanations:
· I'm only human. 
· Everybody does it. 
· I did what I had to do. 
· It’s only business. 
· If I don’t do it, somebody else will. 
· It’s a victimless crime. 
· I was only following orders. 
· Nobody’s perfect.
If we ever find ourselves advancing rationalizations such as these, we’re already in deep water. Speaking the truth, always and everywhere, is one of the most important ways to talk like a Christian. The only problem is, we fail that simple test almost every day.
Can any of us ever aspire to perfect truthfulness? It’s part and parcel of our sinful nature to bend the truth from time to time. Maybe the best we can hope for in this life is that those little ethical alarms keep going off, so we can hear them and keep that goal of truthfulness ever before us.

Be Angry, But Do Not Sin
Here’s something else chapter 4 says about how to talk like a Christian: “Be angry but do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger, and do not make room for the devil.”
Wow. That verse makes you sit up and take notice, doesn’t it? “Be angry but do not sin.” And this is the Bible speaking? Yes, that’s exactly what it says.
The reason that statement sounds so strange is that most of us have been taught that anger is always un-Christian and ought to be avoided. Many of us have been taught that the most important characteristic of a Christian is to be nice — to not make waves, to smile a lot, to be soft-spoken, and — truth be told — to be a doormat.
Think of Ned Flanders on The Simpsons. Half the power tools in Homer’s garage belong to Ned. Homer borrowed most of them a long time ago, but never returned them. Nor does he have any intention of returning them. He has even scratched out Ned’s name on some tools and written his own. But still, Homer keeps walking up to the fence and asking Ned if he can borrow his latest gadget.
And what does Ned unfailingly say in reply?  “Okely dokely, neighbor!”
Ned is portrayed on The Simpsons as reading his Bible all the time, but he very possibly overlooked Ephesians 4:26.
“Be angry but do not sin.” You’d almost think the Bible considers it normal for Christians to get angry!
Here’s a little secret, just between us. The Bible does consider it normal for Christians to get angry. Nowhere, in all the many ethical instructions Jesus gives to his disciples, will you find the command to be “nice” — in the way Ned Flanders is unfailingly nice. It’s a distortion of the New Testament to equate all anger with sin.
Even Jesus himself got angry. There are more than a few Bible passages where he does. Take Mark 3:1-5, for example. Mark reports how Jesus gets angry at the Pharisees: “He looked around at them with anger; he was grieved at their hardness of heart.” 
And why? Because the Pharisees have been objecting to Jesus’ plan to heal a man’s withered hand on the Sabbath.
An even better-known example is Jesus’ cleansing of the temple. He strides through the temple courtyard, overturning the tables of the moneychangers and the seats of those who sell sacrificial doves. In Mark’s version of the story, Jesus cries out, “Is it not written, ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations’? But you have made it a den of robbers” (Mark 11:17). Them’s fightin’ words. 
In John’s version of the story, Jesus is cracking a whip made of cords. Nothing especially nice about that!
The difference in both these cases — compared to the situations in which we typically feel our anger boiling over — lies in the reasons for the anger. Most of the time, when we find ourselves raising our voices and getting red in the face, it’s because we feel personally injured or abused in some way. Somebody just squeezed into the parking place ahead of us. A co-worker just fired off a flaming e-mail. The person ahead of us in the express line has 16 items in the cart. We feel injured, so we respond by getting angry.
Whenever the Bible speaks approvingly of anger, the object of the anger is not our own precious sense of injury, but rather injury or injustice inflicted on another person. When Jesus gets mad at the Pharisees, it’s because that poor man with the withered hand may not get healed. When he swings that whip of cords in the temple courtyard, it’s on behalf of all the poor, devout pilgrims who are getting swindled by a corrupt system.
Many of the great reforms in human history would never have happened were it not for righteous anger. Think of where the descendants of African slaves might be, were it not for the righteous anger of William Wilberforce, who labored tirelessly for much of his life until the English Parliament finally abolished slavery. Think of the crusaders against human trafficking today, who keep publicizing inconvenient truths — like the fact that a great many of the male tourists traveling alone to visit Thailand are coming to partake of the sex trade.
It’s a lot easier to put your hands over your ears and hum, pretending this sort of thing doesn’t go on in this world. Or even in our own country. Did you know that a high percentage of the Asian women who are kept in virtual slavery in massage parlors in Atlantic City, Las Vegas and New York were trafficked into this country by swindlers, who told them they were going to jobs waiting tables or working in factories? The women keep quiet because they’re afraid of being deported. 
A Christian could be forgiven for swinging a whip of cords in response to situations like these!
The letter to the Ephesians moves on to supply some practical advice on how to manage anger, righteous or otherwise. “Do not let the sun go down on your anger” (4:26). Don’t hang on to it obsessively. That’s good advice for a marriage, as well as a social reform movement. 
Those who live their lives driven by anger eventually pay a bitter personal price, as Frederick Buechner points out in this oft-quoted passage from his book, Wishful Thinking:
“Of the seven deadly sins, anger is possibly the most fun. To lick your wounds, to smack your lips over grievances long past, to roll over your tongue the prospect of bitter confrontations still to come, to savor to the last toothsome morsel both the pain you are given and the pain you are giving back — in many ways it is a feast fit for a king. The chief drawback is that what you are wolfing down is yourself. The skeleton at the feast is you.” [Harper & Row, 1973, 2.]
If we don’t let the sun go down on our anger — if we make sure there are intervals of rest and peace, even in the midst of a protracted campaign for social justice — we’ll find we do have the staying power to stick with the cause for the long term.

Talk That Builds Up
Ephesians 4 says something else about how to talk like a Christian: “Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, but only what is useful for building up …” (v. 29).
The translation “evil” — as in “evil talk” — is actually a cleaned-up version, compared to the original Greek. The word literally means something like “putrid,” as in rotting fish.
What sort of talk is worthy of that sort of description? You may think that this passage must be about profanity or obscenity. But if you read on, you’ll find the letter-writer has something very different in mind: “Put away from you all bitterness and wrath and anger and wrangling and slander, together with all malice …” (v. 31).
It’s quite a list. “Bitterness” is a type of talk that keeps calling back to mind experiences of hurt or pain, some of which are better left alone. It’s possible to revel — or, should we say, grovel — in victimhood. We’ve all known injured people who just can’t let it go. Some people go to their graves feeling bitter for the way their parents or their spouses or their children failed them. Or, they castigate themselves for some missed opportunity decades in the past. Bitter talk, when it continues for a very long time without let-up, causes terrible emotional harm to the speaker — not to mention misery for everyone who has to listen to their complaints.
Next on the list are “wrath” and “anger”: words that are pretty much synonymous. We’ve already talked about those.
Then comes the word “wranglings.” It’s a creative translation of a Greek word that literally means “shoutings” or “raucous outbursts.” If there is a place for anger in the Christian life — and surely there is, if it’s anger about injustice perpetrated upon the weak or innocent — it’s got to be anger of a more focused, disciplined nature if it’s going to accomplish anything over the long haul.
Next comes the word “slander.” The Greek is blasphemia, which you may recognize as our English word, “blasphemy.” Usually, we think of blasphemy as taking the Lord’s name in vain, but in the original Greek it means slanderous, gossipy remarks of any kind.
Another Greek word for “slanderer” is the word diabolos, which you may recognize as the root of “diabolical” (meaning “devilish”). It actually occurs earlier in this passage where it talks about not letting the sun go down on our anger. “Do not let the sun go down on your anger,” it says, “and do not make room for the devil” (vv. 26-27). Literally, it’s “do not make room for the slanderer.” You may have heard Satan, or the devil, referred to as “the father of lies,” and that’s exactly what this word means. To slander another person is to serve a diabolical purpose.
Scottish Bible scholar William Barclay’s description of slander is pure poetry: “There are reputations murdered over the teacups every day.” Gossiping over bone-china teacups is a very British image. But you can substitute cardboard cups of Starbucks coffee if you wish. The tendency is universal. There’s a part of us that just loves to pass on that juicy bit of gossip, regardless of whether we know it to be true.
We have whole new dimensions for doing this today through social media. The speed with which a slanderous remark can make the rounds these days is breathtaking. And some of those “urban legends” never seem to die.
The final word on the list is “malice,” or hateful feelings. We’ve seen the damage such feelings can do by people with weapons in their hands. From the bad boys and girls of talk radio to the neighbor who perpetuates a feud with another neighbor, malice can kill.

Be Kind
The antithesis of all this is found in another list in Ephesians: “be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ has forgiven you” (4:32). Now that’s the sort of talk Christians should truly engage in! Positive, upbuilding talk is a counterweight to the anger, slander and all the rest. It’s the “Thou shalt” to balance off the “Thou shalt nots” of the previous verses. Kindness, tenderheartedness (literally, compassion), forgiveness: such are the building blocks of true Christian conversation.
This is not weakness. It’s not cloying niceness. It’s not being a doormat. Rather, filling our mouths with positive, affirming talk is a strong and grateful response to the forgiveness and grace we have ourselves received from Jesus Christ.
They say talk is cheap. Not this kind of talk, though. Kind, compassionate, caring discourse is the rarest of commodities amidst the sound and fury of soul-destroying hate speech all around us. It’s the type of speech Christ calls us to utter. It’s how to talk like a Christian.
—Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Sources:
William Barclay, The Letters to the Galatians and Ephesians (Westminster John Knox, 1976) 157.
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2 Samuel 18:5-9, 15, 31-33
What Does the Text Say?
This reading deals with the rebellion of King David's son, Absalom, and reveals how it turns out. Of course, it does not turn out well for Absalom, but neither is it a "win" for David. The concluding verse of the lection contains some of the most poignant words in Scripture: "O my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom! Would that I had died instead of you, O Absalom, my son, my son!" David was so distraught that he retreated to his chamber above the gates and refused to come out. Only some harsh words from Joab, one of his most trusted generals (and Absalom's killer), moved David to appear to the troops. In the opening verses, we find David about to lead an army under three generals into battle against his own son. As the battle spills into the woods of Ephraim (v. 6), the forest obstructs the flight of the fleeing Israelites, and Absalom runs smack into a branch of a spreading oak tree. His head is pinned there, and the mule on which he was riding takes off without him, leaving him hanging ignominiously "between heaven and earth" (v. 9). After some discussion about liability issues (the king's wrath), Joab himself grabs three spears and thrusts them into Absalom, piercing his heart. Although Joab was aware of David's concern for Absalom, dealing with the son in this manner was no doubt motivated by his concern for the king, the country and the monarchy.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Justice Denied, or Absalom Is the Good Guy in This Story. This sad and tragic account of David's loss of a son actually circles back to David himself and his sins of omission. Absalom's hatred of his father begins when his half-brother Amnon (David's first son) rapes Absalom's full sister, Tamar. Both Absalom and his mother, Maacah (and Tamar's mother; cf. 1 Chronicles 3:2), expected the king to do something when he was made aware of it. But David refused to provide justice in this case of sexual assault and abuse. You can see the obvious parallels to our contemporary context. Therefore, biding his time, Absalom killed his half-brother Amnon, the rapist, and fled the country for a while. He then led an unsuccessful revolt, where the handsome but hapless lad met his fate. David, then, has lost his child born to Bathsheba, lost his firstborn Amnon and lost his third son, Absalom, whom he loved dearly. Not to speak of the trauma inflicted upon his daughter, Tamar. There is no record that he shed tears over her rape. Today's reading is touching because of David's sorrow for Absalom. What's missing is David's sorrow for Absalom's sister. No wonder Absalom, while campaigning for his father's job, said, "Your claims are good and right, but there is no one deputed by the king to hear you ... If only I were judge in the land! Then all who had a suit or cause might come to me and I would give them justice" (15:3-4) (emphasis added).

Psalm 130
What Does the Text Say?
One of the best-known pieces of liturgical prayer, Psalm 130 is a plea for help — specifically, a cry for a divine hearing — that combines the deeply personal with the nationally corporate. It reflects the psalmist's awareness of the pervasive nature of human sinfulness in the face of God's righteousness and justice — making it one of the penitential psalms — and the despair that such an awareness can provoke. But it is also a clear affirmation of God's mercy that overcomes human despair. The reason for the plea of verses 1-6 is divine forgiveness (v. 4) for human misdeeds, the pervasiveness and depth of which the psalmist acknowledges in verse 3. But the psalmist's appeal is grounded in the awareness of divine mercy, which, rather than raw divine power, is the attribute that allows the deity to be "revered" (v. 4, literally, "feared"). The waiting expressed by the psalmist in verses 5 and 6 is more than passive waiting; it is expectant waiting, based on the psalmist's previous experience with the Lord's "word" (v. 5), in which he hopes. Although the historical setting of individual psalms is notoriously difficult to determine, the sentiments of Psalm 130 would bring great consolation to a nation suffering exile or foreign domination, and so the psalm may date from the exilic or post-exilic period, but this is simply conjecture.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
God, Would You Please, Please, Listen! Listening is a skill that not too many people think about. David seems to be trying to get an appointment. Ever tried to get an appointment with a medical specialist and you're told that there's a three-month waiting list? David wants to jump the queue. This sermon is about those times in which our prayers seem to bounce off skies made of lead. Does God hear us? Is there anything we need to do to open the ears of God? Does God hear the prayers of some people, but not others? As humans, we can point to circumstances that make us less than good hearers. We might be distracted. We might be thinking about other matters. We may not be interested. Is this the way God "listens" to our prayers?

John 6:35, 41-51
What Does the Text Say?
Jesus makes a series of outrageous claims in this passage. After asserting that he is "the bread of life," he declares that "whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty" (v. 35). To have the assurance of never being hungry in a subsistence agrarian economy, of never being thirsty in an arid land and of never having to face one's own death let alone the deaths of beloved friends and family — any or all of these assertions deserve consideration, if genuine. Such a literal approach to Jesus' claims is how many understood him, as in, "Sir, give us this bread always" (v. 34). As the passage concludes, Jesus returns to his initial claim, "I am the bread of life" (v. 48). He then reminds "the Jews" (i.e., the religious authorities) of a critical moment in their history: "Your ancestors ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died" (v. 49). In light of this reality, Jesus tacitly posits the following notion: since the bread that our ancestors ate did not prevent death, this fact alone suggests that an altogether different type of bread is required — bread that will do more than just nourish the flesh, but also will bring eternal, abundant life. This bread, in John's gospel, is Jesus; he is the bread of heaven, "so that one may eat of it and not die." He is "the living bread that came down from heaven. Whoever eats of this bread will live forever" (vv. 50-51a). Arguably, when Jesus declares, "This is the bread … and the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh" (vv. 50a, 51b), it's possible that he gestured to his own body, his own flesh — a poignant moment -that likely further baffled "the Jews," who were listening to but not hearing him that day.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Good Bread, Good Water. Bread and water are the staples of life. We must have water to live, and bread is the most basic form of solid sustenance we require. But some breads are better for us than others. Not all water is potable. Whole wheat bread is better for us than white bread. Many people buy bottled water or treated water rather than drinking tap water. In many parts of the world, drinking water must be purchased because other sources of water are not fit for consumption. Jesus offers us quality bread in such quantities that we will never hunger again, and he offers us water likewise that is not only fit to drink but available in such quantity that we will never thirst again. Of course, this is metaphorical. The lesson is that Jesus offers us himself, and he brings to us life — life without end!

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS

##

	For a few days this summer, Alexa, the voice assistant who speaks to me through my Amazon Echo Dot, took to ending our interactions with a whisper: Sweet dreams. Every time it happened, I was startled, although I thought I understood why she was doing it, insofar as I understand anything that goes on inside that squat slice of black tube. I had gone onto Amazon.com and activated a third-party “skill” — an app-like program that enables Alexa to perform a service or do a trick — called “Baby Lullaby.” It plays an instrumental version of a nursery song (yes, I still listen to lullabies to get to sleep), then signs off softly with the nighttime benediction. My conjecture is that the last string of code somehow went astray and attached itself to other “skills.” But even though my adult self knew perfectly well that Sweet dreams was a glitch, a part of me wanted to believe that Alexa meant it. Who doesn’t crave a motherly goodnight, even in mid-afternoon? Proust would have understood.
	We’re all falling for Alexa, unless we’re falling for Google Assistant, or Siri, or some other genie in a smart speaker. When I say “smart,” I mean the speakers possess artificial intelligence, can conduct basic conversations, and are hooked up to the internet, which allows them to look stuff up and do things for you. …
	Gifted with the once uniquely human power of speech, Alexa, Google Assistant, and Siri have already become greater than the sum of their parts. They’re software, but they’re more than that, just as human consciousness is an effect of neurons and synapses but is more than that. Their speech makes us treat them as if they had a mind. …
	For the moment, these machines remain at the dawn of their potential, as likely to botch your request as they are to fulfill it. But as smart-speaker sales soar, computing power is also expanding exponentially. Within our lifetimes, these devices will likely become much more adroit conversationalists. By the time they do, they will have fully insinuated themselves into our lives.
—Judith Shulevitz, “Alexa, Should We Trust You?” The Atlantic, November 2018.
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2018/11/alexa-how-will-you-change-us/570844/.
Retrieved February 19, 2021.

##

The risks of miscommunication are legion, particularly in cross-cultural settings. Longtime Presbyterian mission worker Lois Kroehler — who spent most of her life aiding the Cuban church — once told of a visit she and American civil-rights activist Jesse Jackson paid to Cuban President Fidel Castro. Through a government translator, Jackson prayed that a healing Balm of Gilead might be provided for Cuba.
	The translator thought he’d heard that God might deliver a bomb to the island nation. Castro, Kroehler reported, nearly swallowed his cigar.
—Tammy Warren, “Secretary turned lifelong missionary dies at 91,” PresbyterianMission.org, August 12, 2019.
https://www.presbyterianmission.org/story/secretary-turned-lifelong-missionary-dies-at-91/.
Retrieved February 19, 2021.

##
	
American English is chockablock full of violent terms. I’m not referring to the spicy language of Marine drill sergeants or macho-types, but to the everyday language of office workers, Sunday school teachers, PTA officers, moms, nuns, college professors of English, and clergy. I’d wager the reader cannot engage in free-flowing conversation without using phrases, idioms and expressions which reference guns, explosions, or killing. A sampling of these words and phrases can be found below:
big shot
have gun will travel
hot shot
going great guns
on a hit list
sharpshooter
I’ll give it my best shot
He’s shell-shocked
shot to hell
You call the shots
shoot up the joint
He’s packin’ heat
a bang of a good time
hit the bull’s-eye
my aim was off
forewarned is forearmed
lock, stock, and barrel
gun shy
the smoking gun
shooting fish in barrel
trigger happy
Don’t jump the gun
a shotgun wedding
go off half-cocked
hire a trouble shooter
She’s a pistol
a notch in the gun belt
Stick to your guns
I’ll be a son of a gun
a killer instinct
kill two birds with one stone...
—James E. Atwood, America and Its Guns: A Theological Exposé (Cascade Books, an Imprint of Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2012), Kindle Locations 1026-1218.

##

Your accent can betray you. Identifying a person’s regional dialect suggests a number of things about them. Having grown up in the south, I can distinguish between redneck slang and an aristocratic drawl. Seminary in Chicago acquainted me with the midwestern twang, and grad school in New Jersey introduced me to nasal northeastern. In the men’s room at the County Line BBQ restaurant on San Antonio's famed Riverwalk, I heard a hilarious soundtrack called “How to Talk Texan.” Here in California, we've had fierce linguistic, public policy and educational debates about whether “Ebonics” is a desecration of standard English or an affirmation of cultural identity.
Language has divided Christians, too. Among the earliest followers of Jesus strife emerged between Greek-speaking Jews who complained that the Aramaic-speakers overlooked their widows in the distribution of food (Acts 6). A thousand years later, the Latin-speaking, Catholic west and the (mainly) Greek-speaking, Orthodox east divided in the Schism of 1054. During the Protestant Reformation, the Catholic Church banned translations of the Bible into the everyday vernacular of the common laity.
Given the volatile dynamics of language, it’s remarkable that in the transition from the earthly days of Jesus to the age of the Holy Spirit and the birth of the church, God featured human language — one of humanity’s most salient and divisive characteristics — to symbolize his kingdom community. In the book of Acts, Luke describes the first Pentecost …
	Luke describes “God-fearing Jews from every nation of the world” as having converged upon Jerusalem for Pentecost; he specifies at least 15 ethno-linguistic groups who were present. …
	Pentecost and the birth of the new unified-but-diverse Jesus community thus reverses the curse of the tower of Babel (Genesis 11:1–9). In those first pages of the Bible, language divided humanity in a cacophony of confusion. In the last pages of the Bible, the new community that began at Pentecost culminates in a linguistic extravaganza of “a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people, and language” (Revelation 7:9). In that heavenly vision, all 7,299 known language groups will complete the unity of all humanity rather than destroy it.
—Daniel Clendenin, “Beyond Babel,” Journey with Jesus for May 27, 2007.
https://www.journeywithjesus.net/Essays/20070521JJ.shtml.
Retrieved February 19, 2021.

##
	
When Noah Webster published “A Compendious Dictionary of the English Language,” purists were horrified. Webster Americanized the British spellings in Samuel Johnson’s famous dictionary, turning "defence" and "honour" into "defense" and "honor," and dropping the "k" from "musick." Webster included new American words like "subsidize" and "caucus," and left out hoary Britishisms like "fishefy." John Quincy Adams, the future president, was shocked by the "local vulgarisms," and doubted that Harvard, of which he was a trustee, would ever endorse such a radical "departure from the English language."
	Webster's "Compendious Dictionary," which was published 200 years ago this month, defied the skeptics to become a success, and it was the forerunner to his much larger, and classic, 1828 "American Dictionary of the English Language." Webster is remembered today almost exclusively as America's great lexicographer, but he was also a founding father of the first rank. The dictionaries he wrote were actually an attempt to help shape the kind of nation America would become. …
	His great passion, though, was politics. …
	Webster's other political purpose in writing his dictionaries was promoting national unity. He was disturbed to find, in his travels, that Southern whites, blacks, old-line Yankees and newly arrived immigrants were in many cases literally unable to talk to each other. He believed a "federal language" could be a "band of national union."…
—Adam Cohen, “According to Webster: One Man's Attempt to Define ‘America,’ The New York Times, February 12, 2006.

##

One wrongly translated word contributed to the atomic settlement of World War II. In July 1945, many influential Japanese, including the emperor, were prepared to consider the terms of the Potsdam ultimatum. Before responding, the Japanese cabinet felt that they needed more time, so they announced that their policy was mokusatsu, meaning (1) to refrain from comment, or (2) to ignore. Unfortunately, the foreign press translated the policy as “ignore” rather than “refrain” as intended. It was impossible for the Japanese to correct the wrong interpretation. Hostilities intensified. The hope for settlement was lost. Within weeks, the world saw the flames of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the Russian invasion of Manchuria, and the division of Korea into north and south.
—Dave Pederson, Preaching Now e-newsletter, April 14, 2003

##

I like not only to be loved, but also to be told that I am loved. I am not sure that you are of the same kind. But the realm of silence is large enough beyond the grave. This is the world of light and speech, and I shall take leave to tell you that you are very dear.
—George Eliot, Letter to Georgiana Burne-Jones, wife of the artist Edward Burne-Jones (1875)
	
##

Commentary
Ephesians 4:25-5:2
The ethical instructions contained within these verses are only part of a much longer section comprising fully one-third of the letter to the Ephesians. The apostle opens this discussion on what it means to live a Christian life in 4:17 with the admonition that his readers “must no longer live as the Gentiles live,” and it extends down through the “household codes” prescribing the relationships between spouses, parents and children and masters and slaves in 5:22–6:9. Taken on its face, that opening command is somewhat strange because there is nothing in what follows to suggest that strict Torah observance is being mandated.
Indeed, many of the specific admonitions found in this passage were common expectations for behavior among the “Gentiles.” They were to treat one another with honesty (4:25). They were to exercise self-control and restrain their behavior even when filled with rage (4:26). They were to respect the property of others (4:28), and to avoid slandering others (4:29). In what sense, then, is this manner of life prescribed here to be unlike that of the “Gentiles”?
What makes it different is the new context in which such a life is lived. What sets this new way of life apart from the former way of life (of what were almost certainly the ethnically “Gentile” recipients of the letter) is that it is to be an ethics no longer “alienated from the life of God” (4:18) or, as we see in the opening verse of the lection, leading to alienation from other members of the Christian community.
The apostle establishes this new context through the structure by which the admonitions in this passage are presented. Five of the seven admonitions involve pairings of a prohibition of one kind of act with a command to do some related act, and for all seven admonitions a particular motivation is offered. It is these motivations, particularly taken together, that differentiate the Christian life from the way “the Gentiles live.” In some sense then, this different way of life might be less about “what” one does (because “Gentiles” still alienated from God may also do some of these things), and more about the “how” and especially the “why” one does them.
Gentiles may know that they are prohibited from all forms of falsehood and deceit, including such passive ones as misleading silence. They may even recognize the affirmative responsibility to “speak the truth.” But what sets Christians apart is that they are motivated to do these things because they recognize they are “members of one another,” and so to deal falsely with others is ultimately to deal falsely even with one’s self (4:25).
Gentiles may recognize as a virtue the ability to exercise self-control when they are angry. They might even know that the only effective way to deal with their anger is to work swiftly toward reconciliation. But Christians realize that these actions are less about demonstrating one’s own virtue and more about removing opportunities in which the devil can further the destructive work of evil in the world (4:26-27).
Those who are alienated from God may still recognize that their community can only function if people do not steal from one another. And recognizing that they cannot simply take the things that they need from others, they may understand the necessity of working honestly to obtain the things required for life. But Christians are motivated not only to provide for themselves but to work hard enough that they have excess that can be freely shared with others who cannot provide everything they need for themselves (4:28), just as God has freely given them things they could not have obtained for themselves.
Anyone who has learned as a child that — despite the conventional wisdom of the proverb — words can hurt emotionally as much as sticks and stones can physically intuitively understands why people should not speak evil words to one another. They even understand that words can be used to build people up rather than to tear them down. What Christians recognize is that the words can be a means of conveying God’s grace to others (4:29).
Even Gentiles could formulate a staccato summary of things that can only cause harm: “bitterness and wrath and anger and wrangling and slander, together with all malice.” They understand the need to foster civil society by being “kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another.” But it is only Christians who can be motivated to do these things because “God in Christ has forgiven” them (4:31-32).
In all of the admonitions just cited, the apostle uses the full pattern of prohibition, command and motivation to demonstrate how that even in their commonalities with “Gentile” society, the Christians nevertheless manage to live their lives differently. But in the two places within this passage where the apostle breaks that threefold pattern, he underscores the most marked contrast between these two ways of life. For in breaking the pattern, the apostle presents things that it is simply impossible for those who are alienated from God to avoid in the first instance or to do in the second.
The single prohibition unpaired with a command is found in 4:30 — “do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God.” The very definition of a “Gentile” in this context as one alienated from God identifies such persons as those who continue to grieve the Spirit. Because this alienation has ended for Christians when the Spirit had “marked [them] with a seal for the day of redemption” means that they are now motivated not to grieve God as they had done before.
The single command unpaired with a prohibition is found in 5:1-2 — “be imitators of God, as beloved children.” Just as those who are alienated from God are ultimately alienated from others as well, those who now have experienced and accepted God’s love will be able to “live in love” toward others even when those others do not respond in kind. Imitating the example of Christ, they can love and offer themselves as a sacrifice to God to the end that those others’ alienation from God might finally be ended.
In commenting on the need to live out the admonitions in these verses, Markus Barth states, “Ethics makes the gospel concrete” (Anchor Bible, 546). The apostle might simply clarify that ethics only makes the gospel concrete when those ethical actions are motivated by the theological truths and realities of the gospel. “Gentiles” can and do have ethics and virtues; Christians are called to live life out of their reconciliation with God.

CHILDREN’S SERMON
Ephesians 4:25-5:2
Bring to your conversation a large easel with a pad of paper on it and have printed in block letters: WORDS. Enlist the assistance of one of your congregants to write for you and give your attention to the children as you ask them, "What are some words we all like to hear?" Perhaps the children will start out with things they like to eat, such as chocolate, cake or ice cream; or a place they like to go, such as Disneyland. Perhaps they like to hear "Happy Birthday." When you feel the time is right, ask the children what words they like to hear that address how they feel, such as "I love you" or "Great job" or "You look so lovely/handsome in that outfit." When they have a list of "feel good" words, tell the children that we would all like to use only "feel good" words, but sometimes we forget and say hurtful things. Have your volunteer write this word at the top of the page: SWORD. Sometimes words we use or words we hear or words that someone says to us are sharp and hurtful, like a sword. We can all think of words that hurt, like "hate" and "stupid." Point out that it was simple to make WORDS turn into SWORD. The difficult thing is to think before we speak. Suggest to the children that they choose one of the "feel good" words from the list and use it every day in the coming week.

Worship Resources
Calls to Worship — General
One: Hints and whispers abound. God seeks us where we are.
All: A voice calls our name in the twilight of sleep.
One: A call seen in the outstretched hands of the poor.
All: A new dawning of insight while at prayer.
One: An internal shift of perception that is felt in the heart.
All: A joyous peace in the midst of play.
One: A lifting of a burden, a flood of tears, a bushel of laughter.
All: God is so near: guardian and friend who speaks to us.

Prayers — General
We offer to you our words, O God — those tiny chips of meaning we spread abroad so easily — and, often, so thoughtlessly.
Keep us ever attentive to the impact of our words, particularly the ways they can cause pain or foster insecurity.
Make of our speech a force that does not destroy, but rather builds up: so even our voices of protest may serve the greater cause of reconciling the human race to you.
Amen.

Benedictions — General
Go now and be fruitful followers of God. Speak words of kindness and live lives of peace. Serve faithfully and fully all your days, and may God’s amazing love be your guide. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
O Word of God Incarnate
Be Thou My Vision
A Charge to Keep I Have

Worship and Praise 
They'll Know We Are Christians (Scholtes)
Shout to the Lord (Shane & Shane)
Mighty to Save
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Eleventh Sunday After Pentecost, Cycle B
2 Samuel 18:5-9, 15, 31-33
Psalm 130
Ephesians 4:25-5:2
John 6:35, 41-51
