Can both fresh water and salt water flow from the same spring?
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According to the Church calendar readings assigned over the past few weeks, a common theme is 'language and speech.' We ask the Lord to teach and help us use our lips to glorify and serve Him. Proverbs says: 'Wisdom shouts in the streets, she raises her voice in the public square' (1:20). In the Psalms, 'The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands.' (19:1). In the Gospel of Mark, along the way, Jesus asks His disciples, 'Who do people say I am?'... He then asks them, and this is also a question for each of us: 'But who do you say I am?' (8:28).

Rev. Barbara Brown Taylor, a well-known pastor and author, once said, 'Words create worlds.' Words and language shape the contours of our faith community, as well as other aspects of humanity. We read, write, listen, and speak—all using words and language. Through the process of education, we engage in dialogue, striving to shape our thoughts in ways that positively influence and serve society. This does not mean that our heads are filled only with theories and books. Language exchange, dialogue, and communication mirror the action of the Trinity—the relationship between the three persons of the Godhead. Through language, we teach and learn from one another, and our knowledge mutually penetrates. In the human context, there should be a certain balance between silence and speech, between listening and speaking.

Book of James offers passionate teaching on the ethics of speech for Christian community life. Did you notice in the passage from James we just heard? James keenly observes the beauty of God’s creation, the temple of nature. He mentions horses, wind, forests, various beasts, birds, reptiles, sea creatures, springs, fig trees, and grapevines, with particular emphasis on fire. James reflects on the grand meaning of the created order, but his special interest and focus is on the microcosm of nature, centered on the human body—specifically, the tongue. He uses many metaphors and allegories to discuss the ethics of speech. Similar to the 20th-century Oxford philosopher J.L. Austin, who published How to Do Things with Words, James explores 'performative utterances' as part of speech act theory, where words can serve as actions like greetings, warnings, or invitations. James’s words invite us to ask ourselves, 'What do we do with our words? How do we act with our speech?' Because once our words are spoken, they cannot be taken back; they travel through the air, performing their function, acting upon the world.

The passage begins with James urging his listeners, "Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak" (1:19). He understands that "a silent tongue clears the mind," and that a pause (silence) is the prelude to sound. Howard Thurman, often called a mystical prophet and a former chaplain at both Howard and Boston University, said: "Silence is a door to God." James recognizes the power of words but emphasizes the need for extreme caution. Do we possess enough wisdom to understand the human condition, namely that "we all stumble in many ways"? This is especially true for those in professions like teaching and preaching, which rely on words, and who act as stewards of language. James begins his teaching on language with a glaring red neon warning sign.

James paints a tragic picture of the tongue. Earlier in his letter, he speaks of controlling and bridling the tongue. Here, he declares that the tongue is untamable and terrifying. Though small, it is powerful. Small, yet capable of sparking a fire that is difficult to control, for the tongue itself is fire.
Words can affect change. The tongue is powerful! James's exaggerated teaching is chilling, enough to make us fear speaking. His message is clear: fear your own tongue. "The tongue is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body. It corrupts the whole body, sets the course of one's life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell" (3:6). The tongue creates a world of sin... it defiles the whole body and is set aflame by hell. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. This makes us want to cover our mouths. Such a small object, yet so dangerous—capable of causing tragedy. Ironically, James uses his own tongue to warn against the tongue, igniting his own with his words. He is doing the very thing he criticizes.
Such small, simple things can shape the story and script of a person’s life. From childhood, or perhaps from a friend, colleague, or teacher, we've heard phrases like “You’re useless,” or “You’re not smart enough, not pretty enough, not tall enough, not good enough. You’re not enough in some way...” Many people allow such words to dominate their lives. Words can be like a lit bomb, shattering others or leaving permanent scars on one's soul. This is the terrorism of language. It’s not about being tongue-tied, slow to speak, or struggling to find the right words—it’s about the fact that, even though the tongue is small, we are bound by its chains. It traps us, keeping us from becoming the image God created us to be. Lives can be dictated by untamed tongues, and this is one of the tragedies of the tongue.

The second tragedy of the tongue is its ability to speak with double meanings and contradictions. There is no consistency or integrity. It’s like having one mouth that speaks two different things—blessings and curses coming from the same source. One day, it’s positive; the next day, it’s deeply negative. Sweet and sour pork might taste good, but words that are sweet, sour, bitter, and spicy can hurt others and be destructive. Fresh water and salty water cannot flow from the same spring. Can a fig tree bear olives? Or can a grapevine produce figs? James encourages us to examine our language and the words we speak. He wants us to clearly understand this: the small but powerful tongue is part of our body.

The tongue is a small organ, yet it boasts of great things. A small spark can set an entire forest ablaze! In recent years, California wildfires have shown how, despite all efforts to control them, they continue to burn uncontrollably, spreading devastation. This is what James is illustrating.

“The tongue, though small, makes great boasts.” James delivers a deeply distressing message, emphasizing the tragic nature of the tongue. However, he also wants us to know this: blessings come from that same small source. We use the tongue to praise the Lord and Father. When we sing or pray, blessings rise like incense, a fragrant offering to God. While it’s easy to point out the negative, blessings—though harder to recognize—are there. The tongue’s “great power” is not always tragic; it can be beautiful. James’s words contain a longing for words that bring beauty and life. From this small source can flow great blessings.

Whether it's tragedy or a beautiful blessing, we know we shouldn't underestimate the power of something small just because it's tiny. A small item like a bit in a horse’s mouth can help guide such a large animal. A small "rudder" can steer a great ship. Small things can have a huge impact.

Rosa Parks, during the era of racial segregation, refused to move to the back of the bus, sparking the Civil Rights Movement. A small action, yet it became a great and beautiful blessing. Beauty can often be overlooked in the shadow of tragedy. If you’ve ever pulled weeds in a driveway, you’ve probably noticed how small plants can crack concrete. “Hope cracks through the concrete” is the foundation and strength of our faith. Good things can come in small packages. For someone who doesn’t fully understand love, the three words “I love you” can carry deep meaning and leave a lasting impact. Offering a listening ear to someone who has been ignored, even though it seems like a small gesture, can be incredibly powerful. Sharing a simple meal with someone longing for friendship or saying "Good morning" to a stranger acknowledges their humanity. Writing a small note of encouragement to someone battling depression might change the course of their life. These small acts may, in reality, be great deeds. Less is more—small can be great. Your words or small actions can have a profound impact on those around you.

Three years ago, I attended an online memorial service for a college classmate, Yi-Shu. She was a close friend with whom I had pursued faith and served together. At 52, she passed away from pancreatic cancer. We had lost touch for 20 to 30 years after graduation, until her husband, following her wishes, reached out to her old spiritual companions as she was in her final days at National Taiwan University Hospital. Although Yi-Shu didn’t come from a Christian family, they were willing to honor her wish for a Christian memorial service. It was held at the Ji-Nan Street Church, and it was an exceptionally beautiful memorial service. Her husband, children, parents, and in-laws were all there, sharing her quiet, selfless life story—always thinking of others. That day, many entered a church for the first time, and everyone was deeply moved and blessed. Her husband, still not a believer, gave a heartfelt speech. From the moment she lost her hair during chemotherapy, he shaved his own head to accompany her. He reflected on how, being both an AB blood type and a Scorpio, she should have been difficult to live with, yet she lived a life of love, selflessness, and thoughtfulness. As the eldest daughter, wife, and mother, she embodied the sacrificial love of Jesus Christ, enjoying the beauty of life. Her husband wondered why she was this way and then answered his own question: "It’s because God was in her heart, giving her the strength to live such a beautiful life." Yi-Shu’s life was a testimony of Christ!

Yi-Shu never used many words to persuade anyone. In her final days, she was so weak. Her spirit was willing, but her body was frail. There was hardly any space left on her veins for the IV needles; her hospital bed became her cross. But even as she made her final arrangements, her family knew how deeply rooted her faith was, and they chose to honor it! In a video recording, we saw her frail body battling illness. Yet, with all the strength and emotion she had left, she sang "Amazing Grace." The seed of the gospel had already been sown. With the fewest words, she bore the most powerful witness. It was truly an exceptionally beautiful memorial service. May the Lord bless those who hear these words and act on them. Amen!
