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One of the fascinating things I discovered when I first moved to Virginia over 
thirty years ago from Mississippi was the English language and how it is spoken 
here.  That may sound strange coming from a guy born and raised in the deep 
south of Tennessee and Mississippi, but I truly remember being intrigued by the 
dialect of the people born and raised in the Roanoke Valley, which is where I first 
heard ought and abought.  And some of the other little accents and how they 
were placed on certain words.   

I also caught some similarities that Virginians shared with other Southerners, not 
just in words and dialects but also in the culture that has really done more to 
shape our language and, perhaps even more so, our mindset in how we view 
things and speak about them. 

Language, it turns out, does quite a bit of that, and often we don't even realize 
that not only what we say but how we say it or how we may hear it can over time 
sway our opinions sometimes from bad to good but also from good to bad.  

You've heard the expression, especially if you are planning on visiting a different 
region or community, and especially if you plan on moving there, "to get to know 
the people, you have to learn to speak their language." That is not only true when 
you are moving to a place where the language is entirely different, but it is also 
true even when the language may be the same, but the culture is different, or the 
way of life.   

Sometimes, we may go to a place and have a negative experience because we 
have not done our homework on studying their culture and understanding what 
shapes their world and why they speak the way they do.  And the same is true for 
those who may come here and fail to get the Northern Neck culture.   

It's not that anyone is better than the other; it is all about what we become 
accustomed to in the way we have learned to communicate, not just in dialect, 
but in being influenced by values that shaped us, especially through language.  
After all, it is the chief way we communicate with one another. 



As the Apostle James begins this third chapter of his letter, it may sound like he is 
only talking to teachers and preachers of God's word, telling them to watch their 
words, watch what you say and do, because they will be judged more harshly 
than others.  And there is truth in that statement.  But not necessarily for the 
reasons, you may think.  

We often think of the preacher or maybe even the parent who says, do what I 
say, not what I do.  You know, like the preacher who preaches on the sins of 
drinking, smoking, and carousing on Sunday morning, only to be found in the bar 
the following Saturday night doing precisely what he or she preached against the 
week before.   And of course, that is something to be concerned about. But, 
hypocrisy at an elementary level is still hypocrisy.   

But James' message is not only to teachers and preachers of the Gospel but to all 
of us who claim this faith goes much deeper than railing against saying bad words 
and doing bad things and then acting like we don't.  After all, James knows better. 

He does not give the human condition much wiggle room when it comes to using 
the tongue.  As he says, "For all of us make mistakes, anyone who makes no 
mistakes in speaking is perfect, able to keep the whole body in check with a 
bridle." Kind of like a horse with a bit in its mouth.  Only a horse is much easier to 
control. "A wild horse," he basically says, "is easier to tame than the human 
tongue."   

He notes that human beings are so intelligent that we can figure out how to tame 
wild animals and control them, but none of us have mastered the control of our 
tongue.  But again, he is not just talking about saying bad words.  Rather, he is 
talking about how we use our language, the culture from which we learn our 
language, to speak, often negatively and not with a sense of encouragement. 

He compares the tongue to the rudder of a ship.  It is not a massive ship with sails 
that controls the wind's forward powers, but it is that tiny little rudder at the back 
of that enormous ship that steers its direction.  He also compares the tongue to a 
small fire that can start a huge fire.  We only need to look at some of the fires out 
west started by careless campers that have burned thousands of acres and 
structures over the years.   



Our tongues often get us into similar kinds of trouble even when we don't intend 
to. It's bad enough when we do get angry and let words and unchecked feelings 
just fly off the handle.  It is rare that I see someone as I did recently when I was in 
a meeting when some ideas were shared.  The person sharing them began to feel 
attacked.  I was so impressed at how he handled the predicament he thought he 
was in.  He simply stated very calmly, "I am beginning to feel defensive." No 
screaming, no quitting, no nasty words or exchanges.  He merely stated how he 
was beginning to feel and let that be it.   I am not sure I would have been mature 
enough or wise enough, first of all, to recognize what I was feeling and then 
strong enough to own it and admit it.  Like so many people, I may have been more 
apt to launch into a tyraid or worse yet, go behind the others' back and say nasty 
things.   

Do you see the culture I am trying to describe now? Of course, but James's 
meaning doesn't stop there.  It goes further in that as we look back to what we 
heard from James last week about showing favoritism to those whom we want to 
impress while we shrug off those who are less critical; again, it is in the culture of 
our language and how we use it that gets to the heart of James' message.   

You know there are those who can be two-faced;  they will talk very nicely to your 
face, but behind your back, watch out.  Then there are those who just do not hold 
back, and they have said something even before they have thought it through. 

If I had to choose one or the other begin directed at me, I suppose I would choose 
the latter, but honestly, I still liked what my friend did at that meeting.  He spoke 
up and said, "I am beginning to feel defensive." What this did and will always do is 
invite an opportunity for further conversation. Of course, the invite may not 
always be taken, but still, it is an invite rather than a defensive attack that is 
guaranteed to shut down any further discussion.   

But you know it goes even further than that.  As I have been saying, how we talk is 
not just a personal individual choice, but it is influenced by the culture we grow 
up in.  It is influenced by how we are taught to view other people, and based on 
what their color is, or what their gender is, or what their political views are, or 
who they affiliate with, we structure our language to match our preconceived 
notions, again sometimes even with the best intentions.   And we often think to 
ourselves and say to others.  Well, that is the way I was raised, and you cannot 



teach an old dog new tricks.  But that is not what James, the brother of Jesus, is 
telling us.  If that were the case, I doubt James would have even bothered to bring 
this point up in his letter.  

James is letting us know that while it is true that as human beings, we don't seem 
to have much control over our tongue because we can become so emotional, so 
irate, so prejudice, so influenced by a culture steeped in sin that we literally swim 
in it and sometimes we just don't know any better.   We can turn to God, who is 
the perfecter of our faith.  

And when we tune in to Christ and the culture of listening to the scriptures, and 
we read or hear that we are to encourage one another and love one another and 
support one another, even when the tide may be going against us, it begins to 
change things. First, it begins to change how we see one another as individuals, 
and then beyond that, it begins how we see each other as groups, and if we 
practice it long enough, it begins to change how we see the world around us.    

What is most important here is that we have to do as John Wesley, the founder of 
Methodism, prescribed; we have to do no harm.  We have to recognize that just 
with our attitudes and perceptions, we can be influencers of hate and bigotry; 
even when we think we are not, we can do that just as much in how we say things 
as much as what we say.   

Second, we can begin to practice genuine hospitality, meaning just be kind, you 
don't have to be dishonest, but we can always say what we intend to say in a way 
that seeks to open the door for conversation and exploration and not in ways that 
shut down any hope of such. 

That is what I hear James telling us. No, we may not be all that good at controlling 
our tongues, but that does not mean that we should not try to watch our words. 
And we should look to Christ to learn a better way.  It is never too late for any of 
us to do that.  Because I, for one, hope and believe that this old dog can learn a 
new trick.  


