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Words Create Worlds 
 
 
Our scripture reading this morning comes from the lectionary, or the 
calendar of assigned readings, and today we’ll specifically be 
hearing from the New Testament letter for the day, which is from the 
letter of James. 
 
James is a very short and I think a very interesting letter in the Bible. 
We think it was either written by James himself or by a member of 
the early-church community that James helped to form and to lead 
in Jerusalem…and if you’re wondering who James is, he’s none 
other than Jesus’ younger brother, James being one of four brothers 
that we think Jesus had, and the one that was most involved in 
giving birth to the early Church after Jesus’ death and resurrection.  
 
In terms of the ideas that James presents in the letter, James is often 
compared and contrasted with the Apostle Paul and with the ideas 
Paul was writing about as he too was involved in leading and forming 
these earliest church communities. One way James and Paul are 
sometimes compared is to say that Paul was very interested in 
developing and defining the theological ideas of the early church—
ideas like sin and grace and salvation—whereas James on the other 
hand placed the emphasis of his letter more on action than on ideas, 
more on how we live and how we follow in the way of Jesus rather 
than on defining exactly what we believe or don’t believe.  
 
As you can imagine, at different moments in history James and Paul 
have appealed to different traditions in the church, and perhaps 
most famously in the case of the German reformer Martin Luther 
who once called the letter of James a “letter of straw” because he 
thought it contained very little of Paul’s idea of grace, an idea that for 
Luther was basically the essence of the gospel.  
 



For many people of faith in our world today though, my feeling is that 
the letter of James is starting to be appreciated again more and 
more, precisely because of its emphasis on the practical side of 
things, on this idea that faith should be like an entire way of life—that 
our faith should give a certain shape and flavor to how we interact 
with one another, and how we move through the world.  
 
So, walking the walk and talking the talk—that’s basically how I’d 
summarize the message of this letter, which I’d encourage you to 
read in its entirety this week if you’d like…and the specific passage 
that we’ll hear this morning is focused especially on the theme of 
talking the talk—on the idea that how we speak to one another, the 
very words we use, are central to whether we’re succeeding or 
falling short in our attempts to follow in the way of Jesus.  
 
So in that spirit, with James’ reflection this morning on the power of 
words, may we listen for the specific word God has for us today in 
these words.  
 

*** 
 
Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers and 
sisters, for you know that we who teach will be judged with 
greater strictness. For all of us make many mistakes. Anyone 
who makes no mistakes in speaking is perfect, able to keep 
the whole body in check with a bridle. If we put bits into the 
mouths of horses to make them obey us, we guide their 
whole bodies. Or look at ships: though they are so large that 
it takes strong winds to drive them, yet they are guided by a 
very small rudder wherever the will of the pilot directs. So 
also the tongue is a small member, yet it boasts of great 
exploits. 
How great a forest is set ablaze by a small fire! And the 
tongue is a fire. The tongue is placed among our members 
as a world of iniquity; it stains the whole body, and sets on 
fire the cycle of nature... 



For every species of beast and bird, of reptile and sea 
creature, can be tamed and has been tamed by the human 
species, but no one can tame the tongue—a restless evil, 
full of deadly poison. With it we bless God, and with it we 
curse human beings who are made with the image of 
God. From the same mouth comes blessing and cursing. My 
brothers and sisters, this ought not to be so. Does a spring 
pour forth from the same opening both fresh and brackish 
water? Can a fig tree yield olives, or a grapevine figs? No 
more can salt water yield fresh. 
 
 
 

*** 
 
Over the course this week of studying this text and of reading many 
commentaries on this vivid description of the power that the words 
that we speak have either to bring great joy or great pain, and about 
how, as James puts it, “all of us make many mistakes” in this matter 
of our speech, my favorite commentary was one which began:  
  
“The preacher encountering this text might be forgiven for the 
sudden urge to suggest, in lieu of the sermon, that the congregation 
engage in a time of silent prayer.” 
 
The idea here, I think, is that since human speech is such a powerful 
thing, so powerful that none of us has complete control over it, then 
why risk making a mistake in what we say, “better to be silent and to 
be thought a fool,” as an old proverb puts it, “than to speak and 
remove all doubt.” 
 
But for better or worse, we do have this truly amazing gift of 
communication, and this almost unbelievable ability to use 
something as invisible, and insubstantial, and fleeting as the words 
we speak to effect the quality of the day, and in a real sense to 
change things—to change our own lives, to change the lives of 
others, and maybe even in some way to change the world with our 



words—James uses an interesting image here, he says that the 
human tongue can “set on fire the cycle of nature.”  
 
“Words create worlds,” is another powerful way I’ve heard this idea 
put. Words create worlds.  
 
Consider this for a moment. I learned this week that when we hear a 
spoken word, a single spoken word, the sound of that word that 
enters our ears and actives about 24,000 little nerves that send 
messages throughout our limbic system of the brain, and which 
eventually result in the pituitary gland sending certain hormones out 
throughout the body. Basically the biological idea is that our whole 
physical system reacts when we hear words, and perhaps not 
surprisingly it reacts differently when we hear words of care and love 
and kindness, versus when we hear words of criticism and 
negativity. I’ve heard that when we hear a word that brings us pain or 
anxiety, for example, the physical-chemical reaction that takes place 
within us takes a full 72 hours, a full three days to subside, and to 
leave our physical systems. 
 
If I had to guess today with our scripture, I’d guess that James must 
have been writing this letter of his sometime within that 72 hour 
window, as his emphasis here tends to be on the negative way in 
which our speech can effect others. But just as importantly, and I 
think even more importantly, he does highlight the other side of 
things as well, that our words can also bring great joy and peace and 
blessing—to ourselves, to others, and maybe even to the world. 
 
So in the end I think it’s a pretty simple message today. James, in 
reminding us to pay attention to how we speak to others as a central 
practice of our faith, he’s reminding us of this truly amazing gift and 
power that we have—he’s reminding each one of us, whether we 
speak with words or with other signs or whether we communicate in 
other ways, we each have at our disposal this (I’d call it a) sacred 
power to actually change lives—this power of the right word to help 
a suffering soul experience peace; this power to encourage others 
towards their own success; this power to show others their own gifts 
and beauty that maybe they aren’t able to see for themselves; this 



power to bring hope where there wasn’t any; this power to create 
new words just with our words, a power that we can trace 
theologically all the way back to the beginning of it all, when in our 
tradition as in other traditions like the Hindu tradition, God is said to 
create the world by way of speaking it into being… “In the beginning 
was the word…”  
 
There’s an ancient Hawaiian and Polynesian practice of forgiveness 
and reconciliation that’s called Ho’oponopono, which as far as I 
understand it, puts the power of words to create worlds into action 
by encouraging the use of four key word-phrases, leading to 10 
words in total in English, and maybe, just maybe the 10 most 
important words we have at our disposal… 
 
I’m sorry… 
Please forgive me… 
Thank you… 
I love you… 
 
And so, since James is a practical book about walking the walk and 
talking the talk…let’s think about who we might want to bless this 
week with our words…I’m sorry…who might we bless by saying I’m 
sorry….Please forgive me…who might we bless by saying please 
forgive me…thank you…who might we bless by saying thank you….I 
love you…who might we bless by saying I love you…. Amen.   
 


