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A friend named Kim always comes to mind when I hear this passage from James.  Back in Gig Harbor, she and I met at church when our sons were just toddling around the Sunday School. Over the years, we spent a lot of time together, taking our boys to the zoo or out on the boat or for a playdate in the park. Kim introduced me to her large group of friends, and I began to notice how unique Kim was in this group of friends. Kim never had a bad word to say about anyone. Now, this was a nice group of women, but almost all of us occasionally had something negative to say – a complaint about a husband not doing his chores, or a bit of gossippy news about a child who was causing trouble at school or a mom who wasn’t showing up on time to pick up her kids. But I never heard Kim make such a comment, and I admired that about her. I try to be a postivie person; I try to live by James’ wisdom to bridle the tongue and be careful about what I say. But I don’t always succeed in the way that Kim succeeds at keeping quiet. So, I decided to ask her how she avoids the complaining and the gossipping. And she explained that, for her, it begins with listening and deciding what she is willing to listen to. She listens carefully as others are speaking, and when the conversation is edifying, fulfilling and uplifting, she joins in. But when the conversation turns to gossip, she quietly exits the conversation. No judgment, no stomping off – just a gentle leave-taking so she isn’t tempted to join in the gossip. Similary, when others start complaining, she listens only if she senses that her empathy and compassion can be helpful in calming the complaint. But when the complaints start become infectious with complaints building up on complaints, she quietly leaves those conversations as well. She explained to me that she knows herself well enough to know that if she engages in those types of conversation, she can easily become the gossip or complainer that she wants to avoid becoming. 

Kim’s wise choice reminds me of the wisdom of my colleague Karen Kenney who always reminds her students to THINK before speaking. Literally, THINK, Karen reminds people, with each letter standing for a question to ask ourselves before we speak: 

Is what I’m about to say:

True

Helpful

Inspiring

Necessary

Kind
If I can’t say yes to all 5 of those questions, it’s probably best if I just keep quiet. James earlier advice still holds: Be quick to listen and slow to speak. Now, I could spend the next 15 minutes giving you wise advice like that of Kim and Karen, but pretty soon it would start sounding more like a lecture than a sermon. My guess is that most of us know intellectually that it’s best to hold our tongue rather than say something cruel. I suspect we would all agree that gossip isn’t good for building trust and loving community. We could all probably even agree that listening to politicians criticize each other or news stations lift up the juiciest bits of gossip they can find isn’t very uplifting or inspirational. James is definitely on to something here, and even though his words are hard to hear, we know in our heads that James is right. The tongue can be a fire. But knowing that is the easy part; doing something about it is the challenge. So, rather than preaching a message to you that you probably already know in your heart of hearts, we’re going to take time today to practice it. Since holding our tongue begins with listening, I’m inviting us to take time to listen. We’ll begin by listening to God in a time of silent reflection and meditation, and then we’ll practice listening to one another. 

So, let’s take a few minutes to listen. First, I’ll give you a question so we can all be thinking about and listening on a similar wave length. Then, I’ll have you center in and listen for Spirit. And then, I’ll ask you to turn to a neighbor and listen to one another – shortest person gets to go first. After a few minutes, we’ll switch roles and the speakers get to listen as the listeners begin to speak. And if you really hate this kind of thing, you can close your eyes and enjoy some silent prayer and meditation during the conversation time to let others know you don’t want a partner. So, here’s the topic you’ll be talking about with your neighbor. 

Think about a time when you felt that someone here at church or in your community or your family really heard you, or really noticed you and saw you as you are. Usually, the first thing that comes to mind is the best. It may be something as simple as a compliment you received or as complex as a long conversation when you poured out your heart and someone listened. When have you felt truly heard, seen, or noticed here at church or in your community. Let’s take a few minutes of silence to listen for Spirit and discover that moment when you felt truly heard. ~ 
Now find a conversation partner to talk with. Let the shortest person speak first while the taller person simply listens. No interruptions, no questions for clarification. Just listen for a few minutes. And when I ring the bell, trade positions and speakers become listeners become speakers. Find your partner, remembering to include the youngest folks, and I’ll ring a bell to start us off when it looks like everyone has a conversation partner. ~

As you told your story, did you feel heard? As you listened to your partner, did you listen deeply and attentively? Do you feel the connection you create by listening to one another? This is the gift of holding our tongue so another can speak. This is the gift of listening and really hearing one another. This is the gift of community. To listen deeply, to listen first, and to tell our stories when it is finally time to speak. 

St. Francis of Assisi offers similar wisdom in his famous prayer, which I invite to make our own as we close this time of listening and hearing one another:

Lord make me an instrument of your peace

Where there is hatred let me sow love

Where there is injury, pardon

Where there is doubt, faith

Where there is despair, hope

Where there is darkness, light

And where there is sadness, joy

O divine master grant that I may

not so much seek to be consoled as to console

to be understood as to understand

To be loved as to love

For it is in giving that we receive

it is in pardoning that we are pardoned

And it's in dying that we are born to eternal life

Amen.
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