
Address for 12 September ‘Education Sunday’ by Bill Pattinson
 

The Power of the Word

May these spoken words be faithful to your written word and lead us to the living 
Word. Amen.
 

Words. I wonder how many of you have considered how important and powerful they 
are. As a teacher, and now a preacher, they were and are precious, the tools of my 
trade. In this morning’s reading from the letter of James, which Paula read, we are 
informed that not many of us should become teachers for we will be judged strictly 
by what we say and all of us make mistakes. Nobody is perfect in what they say. I 
certainly have too often opened my mouth before engaging my brain. I’m reminded 
of the headstone in an English churchyard, on which this epitaph is written:
“Beneath this sod, a lump of clay, lies Arabella Young
Who on the 24th May began to hold her tongue”
Arabella Young was a gossip whose tongue did not stop wagging until she died.
 

It certainly wasn’t always easy being a teacher. I met the occasional Arabella Young. 
However, being a teacher in the last eighteen months has been extremely different 
from anything I experienced. What with online home learning, isolation, bubbles, 
testing, face coverings, social distancing, I take my hat off to all those who have 
worked in schools. So as well as expressing our thanks to all those teachers and 
school workers who, during lockdown, went the extra mile, we wish them all well, on 
this Education Sunday, for the new academic year. Also to all school children, 
students at College and University,  go our best wishes for a successful year as you 
return to learning. Although, as an educationalist, I would say we are always learning.
 

The tongue is less than 1% of the body’s mass, yet, on average, we open our mouths 
to speak 700 times a day, saying 16000 words. Dr Google tells me. James’ letter puts 
it like this:
“So also the tongue is a small member, yet it boasts of great exploits.”
To exemplify how the tongue punches above its weight, James uses two powerful 
pieces of imagery. Firstly he compares the tongue to the bit put into the mouth of the 
horse, helping the rider to guide this powerful creature. Secondly the tongue is seen 
as a a very small rudder which the pilot of the ship uses to direct its passage. Both 
metaphors remind us that the words that come from the tongue need to be carefully 
guided and directed because they can do both great harm and great good.
 



Let’s deal with the harm it can do first. In the epistle James sees the tongue as a fire, 
informing us that a small spark can turn into a forest fire. “No one can tame the 
tongue”, he writes, “it is a restless evil, full of deadly poison.” You may recall, 
perhaps from your own school days, the well known saying, “Sticks and stones may 
break my bones, but words will never hurt me.” Utter rubbish. It’s amazing how 
wounds and bruises heal and at quite a pace, whereas the wrong word at the wrong 
time might stay with a person for ever. A truer, more valuable saying is:
“ If you have nothing good to say about someone, then it’s good to say nothing about 
that person.”
Holding your tongue is often very difficult, but remaining silent may often be the 
kinder action. As another saying reminds us:
“As you go through life you are going to have many opportunities to keep your mouth 
shut. Take advantage of all of them.”
 

Unfortunately, in the world of social media, the written word can be just as 
destructive as the spoken word. What is written on the many available online social 
platforms is there for all to see and too often the news can be dominated by racist or 
homophobic or sexual or personal abuse. We need to choose our words carefully 
whether written or spoken. It is a great discipline to use words considerately today 
being conscious of all the measures of correctness, but if we are to imitate Christ in 
both word and action, it is our duty to adopt this discipline.
 

What I am saying is how we use our tongue provides clear evidence of where we are 
spiritually. What comes out of our mouths is usually an accurate index of the health 
of our hearts. In our battle for vocal holiness, we must recognise that good words 
come from a warm and loving heart.
 

This leads us nicely into the good that words can do. Words are the human ability to 
express our intelligence, feelings, thoughts and intuitions. To use the words of James 
again, it is far better to bless others and glorify the Lord than “curse those who are 
made in the likeness of God.” The first chapter of John’s Gospel sees Jesus as the 
“Word of God.”
“ In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was 
God.”
and later
“And the Word became flesh and lived among us.”
God communicated with us through the presence of the Living Word, Jesus, that we 
might be like him in word and action. God also speaks to us through the Bible, which 



is the Word of the Lord. In this book we discover the human face of God, so we can 
enter into a true relationship with him - one of love and peace.
 

In this morning’s Gospel Reading Jesus’ words are powerful, chosen for a reason. He 
asks two questions of his disciples. “Who do people say I am?” and the second, “But 
who do you say I am? Questions are powerful learning tools and good teachers ask 
challenging open questions and listen to the questions of their students. The first 
question allows the disciples to consider his reputation and to which prophets or 
leaders people are comparing him. The second, however, is more personal, more 
demanding and he asks it of us now, today. Who do you think Jesus is? Consider your 
words carefully and speak truly from the heart.
 

Jesus, the Word of life, is a God of love, calling us to show love to others. If we are to 
show this love we must be careful with the words we use, whether written or spoken. 
Good teachers use words of thanks, praise, encouragement and hope. So it is for 
believers. As Christians, we must learn how to bridle the tongue and show integrity, 
truthfulness, honesty, gentleness and love in our speech, which surely will come from 
the heart. This is not easy. Indeed it is a great challenge. But look carefully at Jesus’s 
words to his disciples in our Gospel Reading:
“If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their 
cross and follow me.”
 

You’ve heard enough words from me now. However, just one more small verse from 
George Washington Langford:
“Speak gently; it is better far
To rule by love than fear.
Speak gently; let no harsh words mar
The good we might do here.”
 


