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THE SIXTEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

So You Think You Can Teach?
Mark 8:27-38; James 3:1-12

School is back in session.  Yellow buses are on the road, backpacks are
full of books, and teachers are back in front of the class.

I will be the first to admit that teachers are a special breed of folks and
require the highest caliber of character and ability.  I have long said that
teachers have the most challenging jobs on earth and ought to be our highest
paid professional since they hold our future in their hands every day.

Teachers have it tough.  They are under a lot of pressure.  One young
fellow was not getting good grades in school.  After class one day he
surprised his teacher when he tapped her on the shoulder and said, "I don't
want to scare you, but my daddy says if I don't get better grades, somebody
is going to get a spanking!"  Maybe that is why someone once asked what you
call a teacher without students?  The answer: happy!

Seriously, teachers are special people and have to care deeply about
their students.  Teaching is a calling, but not everyone is cut out to be a
teacher.  If you are wondering whether or not you have what it takes to be a
teacher, consider these guidelines:

You might be a teacher if you have no time for a life from
August to June.

You might be a teacher if you want to throttle the next
person who says, "Must be nice to work from 8 to 3 and have your
summers free!"

You might be a teacher if, when out in public, you feel the
urge to talk to strange children and correct their behavior.

You might be a teacher if you encourage your spouse by
telling them they are a "good helper."
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You might be a teacher if you've ever had your profession
criticized by someone who would never dream of doing your job.

You might be a teacher if meeting a child's parents instantly
answers the question, "Why is this kid like this?"1

One thing is for certain: teaching is not for the weak of heart, mind,
body, or soul!

The writer of the Epistle of James apparently had some idea of what it
takes to be a good teacher.  Rather than a traditional letter to the churches,
James’ writing is much more a sermon that fleshes out the teachings of the
Sermon on the Mount.  It is a direct, uncompromising, even stinging
exhortation on the ethical life of those of us who consider ourselves to be
Christian.

Right in the middle of the book, James seems suddenly to turn into a
career counselor.  As if he had already been having a conversation about
career choice, James, lest their be any mistake, looks his reader in the eye
and says, “You know, if I were you, I would not be thinking about teaching as
a career path!”  His reasoning?  Your tongue.  It’s going to get you into
trouble!

Obviously James was not writing about school teachers.  He was
speaking about teachers in the church.  Nevertheless, his guidance applies
to all teachers and, well, to everyone else!  James notes that teachers are
judged at a higher level than most of us.  Teachers are scrutinized and
characterized and often vilified.  The reason?  Teachers are shaping the rest
of us.  They are helping us to understand information that will be critical in life.
They are guiding us in learning how to get along with one another.  Teachers
are shaping our character.  How do they do that?  How do teachers teach?

They speak.  They speak with their mouths as well as with their lives.
Here James makes a brilliant observation.  We all make mistakes, he says,
and if you don’t, you are perfect.  If you say everything just right every time
then you are perfect.  It is as if you are controlling your entire self with a bridle
to keep you going in the right direction at the right pace.  That is the purpose
of bridles.  It is also the purpose of the rudder on a ship.  The rudder is a
relatively tiny part of the ship, yet it keeps that huge vessel on course.  In the
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same way, the tongue is a small member of our body; yet, it has the unique
power to control everything we do.  Again, he points out that a wildfire–like the
ones that ravage the western part of our country–begins with a spark, a
match, a tiny fire.  In the same way, the tongue, small though it might be, has
the potential to do extraordinary damage.  Therefore, since teachers use their
tongues to speak and are held to a high standard, you might not want to think
about becoming a teacher.

The tongue is a powerful tool.  Think of all the good speeches, the
sweet words, the kind thoughts, the challenging wisdom, the inspirational
goals, and the soothing assurances that have been spoken through the years.
You can name many good words that you have heard in your lifetime.  But
what about those other words that are less kind?  Do you remember them,
too?  Of course you do.  The whispered words of so-called friends.  The
intemperate words of a parent that cut you to the core.  The angry words of
a lover that knocked the wind out of you.  The beguiling words of someone
you were about to find a reason not to trust.  The hurtful words that touched
your deepest insecurities and will not leave you alone.  The libelous words,
completely untrue, spoken out of someone’s insecurity and meanness which
changed your life forever.  The tongue is a powerful tool.

I think the writer of James was onto something 1900 or so years ago.
 In fact, he could easily be writing these words today.  This past week we
witnessed the ability of the tongue to do great good or great harm.

On Tuesday we once again remembered the horrific events of
September 11, 2001.  The people who spoke at the 9/11 memorial in New
York City were regular folks who offered words of comfort and hope.  Their
concern was to offer blessing to family and friends who are still hurting and
to speak encouragement to a nation that is still struggling with terrorism and
hatred.  On that same day, embassies in Egypt and Libya were attacked,
resulting in the deaths of four American civil servants.  The reason for the
attacks?  Muslims in Middle Eastern countries reacted to the negative
portrayal of the Prophet Mohammed in a video produced in our country.  That
video, seen around the world, used words and illustrations to disparage the
founder and beliefs of a religion held by millions of people in our world.

I believe deeply in the right of free speech.  Our particular expression
of faith as Baptists was born in the struggle to freely express beliefs and
convictions.  Many a Baptist preacher was publicly ridiculed, whipped, and
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imprisoned for openly speaking about the Gospel and its implications for life.
The right of free speech is critical in a democracy.  It is important for life.

While whoever produced the video mocking the Prophet certainly had
the right to do so, moral judgment should have steered them in a different
direction.  Especially in tense times like these, such expressions can and are
dangerous.  According to James, that video was an irresponsible tongue that
stoked the fires of indignation and hatred and resulted in the deaths of four
people who, by the way, were in Libya working for peace and future prosperity
for that nation.

The point is that the tongue itself must be controlled.  We have to hold
firmly to the reins that control the bridle that is the tongue.  We have to grip
strongly the wheel that controls the rudder that is the tongue.  We have to
extinguish the fire that is the destructive power of the tongue.

Two thousand years ago there were limits on how far and how rapidly
words could have their effect.  Still, according to James, destructive words
could spread like wildfire even with somewhat primitive means.  Today,
however, a word spoken or written, can literally be around the world in
moments.  Our words are now captured in so many ways: letters, cards, email
and sound bytes.  I am amazed when I send an email to a group of people
and include myself in that group that before I can close the screen on which
I have written the note, it appears in my inbox.  Communication is
instantaneous today.

In addition to more traditional ways of speaking or composing a
message, we have an abundance of social media where comments can be
posted and spread to a multitude of people.  Facebook, Twitter, and a host of
other communication tools take our words and spread them far and wide.
Furthermore, they allow other people the opportunity to comment or expound
on what we have stated, often without any sense of consequence.

These tools of communication can be wonderful when sharing good
news or warning of some danger that is immanent.  They can also be tools of
destruction when someone out of irritation, discontent, or pure meanness
posts comments that are hurtful or harmful to other people.  For some reason
we do not suspect the truthfulness of what we read online, and rumors,
falsehoods, and absolute lies are quickly passed from one computer to
another like a wildfire blazing through the Southwest.  Whoever said “sticks
and stones can break my bones but words will never hurt me,” was simply
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trying to cover up some deep hurt that someone else’s words had caused.
If you have ever been on the hurtful side of unkind words–and all of us
have–you know how deeply they hurt.

“Rash words are like sword thrusts,” say the Proverbs, “but the tongue
of the wise brings healing” (Proverbs 12:18).  James reminds us that the
tongue is both a powerful weapon and a healing balm.  The Proverbs also
teach us that “Words rightly spoken are like apples of gold in a setting of
silver,” (Proverbs 25:11) – priceless.  And they are.  As our choir just
reminded us in that beautiful anthem, “Gentle words kindly spoken often
soothe the troubled mind, while links of love are broken by words that are
unkind.”2

A few years ago, when she still had her popular daytime talk show,
Oprah Winfrey was completely surprised when a woman from her past made
an unexpected visit.  For this powerhouse celebrity who controlled a media
empire, it was an emotional moment.  Through tears that bespoke a grateful
heart, Oprah explained how this woman's kind words, offered some forty
years before, had helped to change her life.

According to Oprah, she was around eight years old when she met this
woman.  A complete stranger, the woman looked at the little girl and said:
"You are as cute as a speckled pup."  Oprah did not really understand what
the woman meant, but she did understand that it was a compliment.  For her,
that single comment helped to empower an otherwise timid and vulnerable
child.  From that day on, she said, she began to believe in herself.3

Every day we have a multitude of opportunities to be either a blessing
or a curse to the people we encounter.  Why not choose to bless rather than
to hurt?  Why not help someone rather than curse them?  We are all held to
a high standard because we are judged by what we say and what we do.

Some of us may read the Gospel lesson we heard earlier and think that
Jesus’ words were harsh and unkind to Peter.  But keep in mind that Jesus
had just spoken clearly about who he was and what he was about.  Using
gentle words does not mean that we do not speak the truth.  We have to
speak the truth, but we speak the truth in love.  We speak truth to power with
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everything we say and do.  So Jesus’ rebuke of Peter was simply to bring him
back online, to get him back on course, to quench the wildfire that could have
destroyed his entire ministry.  As he called us to do, Jesus took up his own
cross which led to his death and eventual resurrection.  Therefore, with our
entire lives we must answer the same question as the first disciples: Who am
I?  Who is Christ?  Who is the Messiah?

James warned his readers that they might not want to become teachers
because of the high standards to which teachers of all kinds are held.  What
he is actually saying to us 1900 years later is that we are all teachers and we
are all held to a high standard of accountability.  What we say and what we
do matter.  We can bless or we can curse.  We can comfort or we can agitate.
We can demonstrate the grace of God or personify the destructiveness of evil.
In a word, we can make a tremendous difference in the world.

So, you think you can teach?  Of course you can.  Of course you do!
Just be certain that what you teach is in keeping with the Spirit of Christ who
is the Messiah, who came that we all might have life in abundance.  Yes, you
can teach!  Yes!  You teach with your life just as Jesus did.  Thanks be to
God!



September 16, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Sometimes it is through our music, sometimes through words carefully
chosen.  Sometimes it is with hushed whispers while at other times it is with
voices raised.  Sometimes it is alone and in silence.  At other times it is with
others and in shouts of joy.  Always we praise you with gratitude and delight,
O God, for you are so very good to us.  We praise you because we love you
and we know that you love us.

Today we praise you for another day of life filled with gifts and blessings
that clearly come from you.  We praise you for a life brought carefully into the
world and for care and concern so wonderfully provided.  We praise you for
another week of living, for days guided by your care, for opportunities that
astound us, and for grace that humbles and transforms us.  We praise you,
O God, for the wonder, the generosity, and the salvation that are inherent in
who you are.

You have heard us speak the names of friends and family who have
special needs.  We know you have heard us whisper other names in our
hearts, including our own.  We ask that you attend to our prayers, sort through
them, and respond to our requests in ways that will benefit those in need and
bring blessing to all concerned.  We also ask, O God, that you teach us
through prayer.  Teach us how to pray and teach us how to answer the
prayers we have made.

Hear our prayers made on behalf of our community, nation, and world.
This past week we remembered the horrendous events of 9-11 and all of the
lives lost that day.  We also grieved the attacks on our embassy and the
deaths of four servants of our country.  We have a difficult time understanding
the extent to which hatred will go to defend a cause.  Help us, O God, to know
how best to respond, to have respect for life wherever we find it, and to trust
your guidance in what we should say and do.

We long for peace, O God.  That is our simplest prayer for our lives and
for our world.  Teach us the difficult work of peace and the blessing we bring
when we speak it to another person.  Grant us this gift, we pray, though our
Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen.


