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I remember the very first time I got in trouble in school.  I was in kindergarten.  I was wearing a red dress with mallard ducks on it.  At one point during class, of the little boys laughed at me and pointed, because he said he could see under my dress.  It’s quite possible that this embarrassment led to my reluctance to wear skirts today.  More to the point, the embarrassment at the time led to me punching him.  The teacher saw me hit him, and sent me to time out.  Clearly not willing to go down without a fight, I tattled and spilled that I’d only punched the kid because of what he said.  Instead of absolving me, it sent both me and the other kid to time out, where we were forced to sit quietly and think about what we’d done.  Sitting at the same table as the kid who humiliated me was the worst possible punishment.
It was a hard lesson to learn as a little kid.  Instead of expressing my anger and telling this little boy that what he did was unacceptable, I hauled off and hit him.  Granted, I was pretty young and not really able to voice my feelings effectively, but hitting was not the right way to say what I felt.  And what do you suppose my teacher and my parents told me when I said why I’d hit my fellow student?  Maybe someone said it to you, once: use your words.  We don’t hurt other people; we tell them how we feel so that we can resolve our problems without resorting to violence.  Don’t use your fists, use your words.
For as many of us heard that line when we were little, we sure aren’t good at following that advice later in our lives.  It’s hard to open a newspaper without finding an example of grown-ups needing to learn to use their words.  Domestic violence, political attacks, school shootings, and so much more, attacking us any time we turn on the news.   Why do we so often resort to violence?  Why can’t people learn to use their words?

Jesus’ words for us today remind us of this lesson we should have learned in kindergarten.  However, Jesus pairs them with a much more earnest warning.  Use your words – and when you do, be prepared to have them judged on the same level as your actions.  In fact, be prepared to have them judged just as harshly as your actions.  “If you are angry with a brother or sister,” Jesus warns us, “You will be liable to judgment; and if you insult a brother or sister, you will be liable to the council; and if you say, "You fool,' you will be liable to the hell of fire.”  You don’t have to hit your brother or sister to be angry at them.  The anger you hold in your heart and voice with your mouth is just as painful as your fist – and will open you up to the same judgment.  
When you use your words, Jesus reminds us, you can do just as much harm as you can with your hands.  But then again, we already know that.  We see people using their words to hurt just as much as their hands – sometimes, even more.  In the past year, seven teenagers in the Anoka-Hennepin school took their own lives.  While we might never know what stole hope from these young people so completely that they saw death as their only option, we still have an idea.  These students were bullied and harassed simply because of who they were.  Seven young people against whom words were used, and those words killed.  
These young people were bullied – attacked and ultimately killed not by fists or weapons, but with words.  Over the past year, our nation has heard the constant, horrifying refrain: another young person took his life, because someone had used words to kill.  We cannot act surprised when Jesus tells us that we will be judged just as harshly for our words as we will for our actions.  When we use our words, we do just as much damage as we do with our fists – sometimes, it does even more damage.
This is why Jesus challenges us so severely.  Words have power.  Words, whether unspoken or spoken, reveal our true character.  Words can kill.  Even just thinking these things can destroy.  And before you say that it’s unfair to be judged by something you haven’t even said yet, consider this: once you’ve made the decision that you don’t like someone, how long does it take you to do or say something mean to them?  Once you’ve thought it, you might as well just say it.  You might as well just act on it.  When you hate in your heart, it vomits out into your words and actions in no time.

We use our words all the time, and we don’t use them very well.  Jesus calls us to change that.  We cannot hide behind empty, hypocritical actions that veil the spite inside us.  What we believe in our heart must be heard in our words and seen in our actions.  We must use our words, and we cannot use them to wound and kill and still call ourselves faithful Christians.  It’s not enough to only believe, or to state your faith, or to do nice things.  If you only do one or the other, you’re not doing it right.  
Moses declared to the people in today’s Old Testament lesson, “If you obey the commandments of the Lord your God that I am commanding you today, by loving the Lord your God, walking in his ways, and observing his commandments, decrees, and ordinances, then you shall live and become numerous, and the Lord your God will bless you.”  When you use your words, you use them to build faith in your heart, to profess faith with your lips, and to enact faith in your life.  
When you use your words, you reveal the fullness of your character.  You let your yes be yes and your no be no, as Jesus challenges us, because you say only the truth in your heart that you will live out in your life.  Your words reflect your faith, your actions reflect your words.  A simple yes or no is enough, because you don’t need to use your words to live a lie.  You need to use words to build faith in your heart, to profess the faith you hold, and to live out those promises.
Jesus calls us to use our words, and use them radically.  Our faith is built up by the Word, which lives in our hearts.  We make this known when we speak our faith  – when we confess our faith boldly, not just in church, but in the world.  We use our words to declare what we believe, to share Jesus Christ with our neighbors, to speak the truth in love wherever we go.  We also use our words when we put our faith and our confession into action.  We use our words when we serve others, when we encourage peaceful resolution, when we love all our brothers and sisters in Christ for exactly who God made them to be, when we gather to worship and pray together, when we care for the fullness of God’s creation, when we feed the hungry and tend to the sick.  We use our words when we live our faith, and we live it boldly.

We are challenged to go beyond words.  Jesus challenges us to know who we are, to mean what we say, and to live with integrity.  There is no room for lies, hostility, willfulness, and selfishness.  There is only room in us for the fullness of the Word of God, which gives us the faith to use our words with confidence.  May you use your words in every place and every way to live and love the way Christ calls you.  Thanks be to God. 
