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We have been considering “Straight Talk from the Epistle of James…” practical advice for living a 

faithful life. James said earlier, You must understand this, my beloved: let everyone be quick to listen, 

slow to speak…If any think they are religious, and do not bridle their tongues but deceive their hearts, 

their religion is worthless. 
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This morning we focus in on the challenge of “bridling the tongue!” 

 

Yes…that is the famous logo for The Rolling Stones, designed by art student John Pasche in 1970. 

When asked about his inspiration for The Stones logo, Pashe noted the obvious… 

 

“I wanted something anti-authority, but I suppose the mouth idea came from  
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when I met Mick Jagger for the first time at the Stones’ offices. I went into this sort of wood-panelled 

boardroom and there he was. Face to face with him, the first thing you were aware of was the size of 

his lips and his mouth”. Anyone who has seen Jagger sing is struck by the same thing. Anyway… 

 

It’s not so easy to do, bridle the tongue – not for Mick Jagger, or anyone else. So many of us are 

prone to quick speech, often biting and hurtful, like the following young man: 
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Have you ever said something you shouldn’t have said?  

 

It was his first day on the job. He was a new clerk in the produce department of a supermarket. 
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A lady came up to him and said she wanted to buy half of a head of lettuce. He tried to dissuade her 

from that goal, but she persisted. Finally he said, “I’ll have to go back and talk to the manager.” 

 

He went to the rear of the store to talk to the manager, not noticing that the woman was walking right 

behind him.  
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When he got into the back of the store, he said to the manager, “There’s some stupid old bag out 

there who wants to buy half a head of lettuce. What should I tell her?” 

 

Seeing the horrified look on the face of the manager, he turned about and, seeing the woman, added, 

“And this nice lady wants to buy the other half of the head of lettuce. Will it be all right?” 

 

Relieved, the manager said, “That would be fine.” 

 

Later in the day, he congratulated the boy on his quick thinking and asked, “Where are you from, 

son?” 

 

The boy said, “I’m from Toronto, Canada, the home of beautiful hockey players and ugly women.” 

 

The manager replied, “My wife is from Toronto” — to which the boy said, “Oh, what team did she play 

for?” 

 

Twice in the same day, the young man was able to talk his way out of embarrassing, destructive 

speech, but that’s a dangerously unfaithful way to live! 
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What we say matters and also what we choose not to say. It’s such a simple thing, a small 

appendage, the tongue. But it can cause all sorts of trouble. We all make many mistakes, James 

observed. Some things haven’t changed much in 2,000 years!  

 

How is your tongue…your speech? How does what you say, how you speak, witness to your faith?  
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Paul, in his letter to the Ephesians, coins a phrase that would fit right in James’ Epistle. Paul writes, in 

talking about “Unity in the Body of Christ” -- I beg you to lead a life worthy of the calling to which you 

have been called, with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love, 

making every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace… each of us was given 

grace according to the measure of Christ’s gift…to equip the saints…for building up the body of 

Christ… speaking the truth in love.    

 

“Speaking the truth in love” – does your talk resemble that phrase? Why can’t we be more thoughtful, 

more discerning, more faithful in choosing our words? How can it be, James asks, that from the same 

mouth come blessing and cursing?  
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So often we’re just not careful – we’re flippant with our comments. Despite the old saying, it’s not just 

sticks and stones which cause great damage – words can, too. James suggests that it is near 

impossible to control your tongue. Every species of animal can be tamed and has been tamed, he 

posits…but not the tongue.  
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Modern zoologists know that the moose cannot be tamed – have you ever seen a moose in a zoo? 

Have you ever seen a domesticated herd of moose? No.  
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You also have never seen a pet wolverine. Wolverines just cannot be tamed. But you get the gist of 

what James is saying…the tongue can be like the wildest of animals…like a wolverine, I guess. 

 

But the tongue can also do God’s work, speak God’s Word… 
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When the Holy Spirit fell upon the gathered church at Pentecost, which part of the body did it first 

affect? It was, of course, the tongue! Not only did the apostles see the Holy Spirit as tongues of fire, 

but that same Spirit empowered them to “speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability.” 
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Pentecost symbolizes, in a certain sense, the redeeming of the tongue. What was it that Peter had 

done, that made him feel so desperately ashamed? He had betrayed his Lord. He had used his 

tongue to deny that he even knew Jesus…not once, but three times. Yet, it was none other than 

Peter — filled with the Holy Spirit — who threw open the doors of the house where the disciples had 

been hiding and preached the gospel. A faithless tongue redeemed, for holy purposes! 

 

What kind of prayerful attention would it take for you to use your tongue for good, instead of evil, for 

healing, instead of hurting, for love, instead of spite, for God’s purpose, instead of your own? 

 

James implies we will all be judged for the ways we use our tongue, but teachers will be judged with 

greater strictness… 
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Listen to this story from one of the great Presbyterian teachers of our age, Frederick Buechner: 

 

Late one winter afternoon as I was walking to a class I had to teach, I noticed the beginnings of what 

promised to be one of the great local sunsets. There was just the right kind of clouds and the sky was 

starting to burn and the bare trees were black as soot against it. 
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When I got to the classroom, the lights were all on, of course, and the students were chattering, and I 

was just about to start things off, when I thought of the sunset going on out there in the winter dusk, 

and on impulse, without warning, I snapped off the classroom lights. I am not sure that I ever had a 

happier impulse. The room faced west so as soon as it went dark, everything disappeared except 

what we could see through the windows, and there it was -- the entire sky on fire by then, like the end 



of the world or the beginning of the world. You might think that somebody would have said something. 

Teachers do not usually plunge their students into that kind of darkness, and you might have 

expected a wisecrack or two. ... But the astonishing thing was that the silence was as complete as 

you can get it in a room full of people, and we all sat there unmoving for as long as it took the 

extraordinary spectacle to fade slowly away. 

 

For over 20 minutes nobody spoke a word. Nobody did anything. We just sat there in the near-dark 

and watched one day of our lives come to an end, and it is no immodesty to say that it was a great 

class because my only contribution was to snap off the lights and then hold my tongue.  
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Sometimes that is the best thing we can do…hold our tongues, bridle them even. And then speak 

only when we have prayerfully considered our words.  

 

As the sage said, “Rash words are like sword thrusts, but the tongue of the wise brings healing.”  

 

May your speech be guided by the Spirit this week, mine too.  

 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. 

 


