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Song of Solomon 2:8-13  [NRSV] Salem 

Psalm 45:1-2, 6-9  [NRSV] 

James 1:17-27  [NRSV] 

Mark 7:1-5  [MSG] 6-8, 14-15 [NRSV] 21-22 [MSG] 23 [NRSV] Bridgeport 
 

"A Better Way" 
 

If you want to read a good book on healthy communication, let me recommend two:   

 the Bible, and Crucial Conversations.   

For today's sermon, I want to share a little from both those books.   

 

Let me begin by telling you a story – about a couple named Carol and Bob.
i
 

 Bob was at work and Carol was spending the morning at her desk at home paying bills.  

 When she looked at their credit card bill she saw a charge she didn't recognize. 

  It was from the Good Nite Motel – a cheap motel just a few miles from their house.  

  It wasn't her charge so it must be Bob's… 

   Why on earth would he have stayed at the good night motel???   

  All of a sudden it hit her - it was just like what had happened to her sister:   

   her husband was having an affair! 

 Emotions flooded her mind and body - hurt, anger, fear.   

  She felt sick to her stomach.  

  She began sobbing.  

  She just wanted to die. 

 When Bob walked in the door after work she ran at him and in rage shouted,  

  "How could you do this to me?!" 

 He was completely taken aback. 

  Obviously his wife was upset.  

   Her eyes were red and swollen; she must have been crying.   

  But why was she upset with him?  

  He racked his brain.   

   Had he missed her birthday?   

    No, her birthday was… well her birthday was in the summer and it was now spring.   

 "What are you talking about?" he asked, as his defenses kicked in.  

 "This!" she screamed, waving a crumpled piece of paper at him.   

 "What?" he asked, his bewilderment beginning to turn to anger.   

  It had been a hard day at the office and now he was coming home to this?!   Whatever "this" was! 

 

I tell you the story because it demonstrates something we human beings tend to do. 

 Between the time something happens and the time we react, we tell ourselves a story. 

 And it's the story we tell that determines our reaction. 

 

It's not what goes into a person that's the problem, but it's what comes out.  [Mark 7:15] 

 When we hear these words of Jesus in our gospel lesson,  

  we may think of things like swearing, or lies, or badmouthing,  

  and since we don't do those things in excess we might be tempted to dismiss Jesus's words. 

 

But our second lesson from James gives our gospel a bit more focus: 

 "Be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger."  [James 1:19]   

 And that's advice we can all take to heart. 

 



Too often we tell ourselves stories that have more to do with our own fears and feelings than with the facts.   

 It's what Carol did.   

  She saw a charge on the credit card and in a mere fraction of a second she had told herself a story –  

   not based on fact, but on fear – that what had happened to her sister could happen to her.   
 

If Carol were to have put James' advice into action, she wouldn't have been so quick to speak,  

  and would have listened instead.  

 And the conversation might have gone like this: 

  To Bob's greeting, "Hi, Sweetie, how was your day?", Carol could have said, "Not so good…" 

  "How come?" 

  "Well, I was about to pay our credit card bill  

   when I noticed a charge of $48 for the Good Nite Motel down the street." 

  "Well, that sounds wrong." 

  "It sure does." 

  "Don’t worry.  I’ll stop by tomorrow on my way to work and see what's up." 

  "I’d feel better if we checked right now."  

  "Really?  It’s less than 50 bucks." 

  "It’s not the money that has me worried." 

  "You’re worried?" 

  "It’s a motel down the street.  

   You know that’s how my sister found out that Phil was having an affair. She found a hotel receipt." 

  "Carol, Sweetie, I am not having an affair." 

  "I know, but I keep thinking about my sister.  

 It might help put my mind to rest if we were to check on this right now.  Would you mind?"   

 "No.  Let’s give them a call and find out what’s going on." 
 

That's how Carol could put James' advice into action, and by so doing,  

 the words that came out of her would not have been attacking words filled with fear and hurt and anger,  

 but rather wondering and curious words  

  which could elicit truth while giving her husband the benefit of the doubt. 
 

Today's passage from James begins by speaking about "generous acts of giving",  [James 1.17] 

 which is exactly what we're doing when we are "quick to listen, slow to speak, & slow to anger". [James 1.19] 

We are being generous by giving others the benefit of the doubt 

 just as we would want them to give us that same benefit. 
 

What Jesus was saying to the Pharisees was that they shouldn't be so quick to judge.  

 The most important commandment, after all, was to love God with all one's heart & mind & soul & strength  

  and to love one's neighbor as oneself.   

It wasn't the job of the Pharisees to make sure everyone else kept the commandments;  

 it was simply their job to keep the commandments themselves. 
 

Jesus asks us to remember the same thing.  

 It's not our job to judge whether others are keeping the commandments;  

 our only job is to keep them ourselves.   

  And of all the commandments to keep, the most important one is love.   
 

The end of the story of Carol and Bob?  

 They had eaten at a Chinese restaurant next door to the Good Nite Motel.  

  Both were owned by the same person who used the same credit card address at both places.   

 For Carol and Bob, it was a happy ending.   

And when we follow the law of love, we are far more likely to have happy endings of our own.  Amen 

                                                 
i
 This is a retelling of a story from Crucial Conversations:  Tools for Talking When Stakes Are High, by Petterson, Grenny, McMillan 

and Switzler, © 2012, Chapter 7, at 58% mark in Kindle version.  


