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Send us your spirit, God, to open our hearts and minds to your word, and 

strengthen us to live according to your will, In Jesus name, Amen. 

The collect for this Sunday is one of my favorites. For some reason I always 

associate it with one of the great suffragan bishops of Virginia, Bishop David H. 

Lewis. I think it is because I can still hear his voice reading that collect in its 

traditional form: 

O God, forasmuch as without thee, we are not able to please thee, mercifully 

grant that thy Holy Spirit may in all things direct and rule our hearts; through 

Jesus Christ our Lord, who with thee and the same Spirit liveth and reigneth, one 

God, now and forever. Amen. 

This morning we prayed that same collect in its contemporary form: 

O God, because without you we are not able to please you, mercifully grant that 

your Holy Spirit may direct and rule our hearts… 

Today, we hear once again from the Wisdom literature in the Bible from Proverbs. 

In this passage, Wisdom, believed to be the Spirit of God shows up in the midst of 

places where people are living their daily lives.  The Spirit of God is ever searching, 

ever calling, ever challenging God’s people. Wisdom is often referred to as She.” 

She shows up in the busy streets.  She shows up wherever people are gathered 

and she asks, “Is anyone out there listening to me?” She announces a stern 

warning—“To ignore wisdom is to choose destruction.” At the same time, she 

offers a compelling invitation:  “Those who listen to me will be blessed.”  

O God, because without you we are not able to please you, mercifully grant that 

your Holy Spirit may in all things direct and rule our hearts… 



We note this morning that Wisdom does not mince words. “Because I have called 

and you have refused’ she says, because I have stretched out my hand and no one 

heeded, and because you have ignored all my counsel, and would have none of 

my reproof, I will also laugh at your calamity: I will mock you when panic strikes 

you.”  Now many of us, if not most of us struggle with this notion of the Spirit of 

God. It has been suggested by biblical scholars that the poet who penned these 

words and who attributed them to the Spirit of God has over stated the case just 

a bit.  While God may not in actuality laugh at the calamities we bring upon 

ourselves, it is still hard to argue with the Spirit’s warning. When we forget about 

the ways of God, when we ignore the guidance of the Holy Spirit, when we fail to 

say our prayers seeking God’s guidance, when we fall into the false notion that we 

are in charge, we more often than not find ourselves in some terrible messes. 

When you and I think we are beyond the basic lessons of seeking justice, doing 

acts of kindness, and walking humbly with our God, we often end up doing and 

saying things we are sorry about later, or at least should regret. 

And then this morning, there is the wise guidance from James in his letter we 

heard in the second reading. James writes, “How great a forest is set ablaze by a 

small fire! And the tongue is a fire… With (the tongue) we bless the Lord and 

Father, and with it we curse those who are made in the likeness of God. From the 

same mouth come blessing and cursing. My brothers and sisters, this ought not to 

be.” 

 Words can have tremendous power both to hurt and to heal.  In no way, for 

example, would James affirm that little ditty that we were often taught as 

children: “Sticks and stones will break my bones but words will never hurt me.” 

Nothing could be further away from the truth. Sticks and stones can break our 

bones, but so can words hurt us ever so deeply as well.  There is the story about a 

heavyweight boxer, whose name I have forgotten but whose testimony I shall 

never forget.  He spoke of how he could be punched hard from any direction and 

that was his life as a boxer. He could take the punches in stride and he could give 

them, but what would hurt him to the core and bring him to his knees in pain 

were cruel words that people could say to him outside the ring. 



The words we use have great power to hurt or to heal. For James in the lesson we 

have just heard, the act of speech is a Christian practice made all the more 

important by his conviction that “the tongue is a fire.”  Years later, I still 

remember the time a person in a former parish came to my office to tell me of 

something that she had heard said by another  member of the parish. When she 

first had heard it, she said that she was able to dismiss what she had heard by 

praying for the person who had said it.  But then she said, and her words have 

remained with me for all these years, she said, “While I knew that I still had to 

pray for and forgive this person, what this person said was causing me to burn 

inside.”  Yes the tongue can be a fire and she had the proper handle on the 

situation by knowing she had to pray for the person, but it still hurt.  It still 

burned.  What particularly made it hurt was the fact that the person who made 

the remark was a faithful churchgoer, well known in the congregation, one who 

came to the communion rail nearly every Sunday, was active in church groups.  

That was the person who had made a racist comment and her words burned in 

this woman’s heart—and, I must admit, in mine as well when she told me.  We 

are, perhaps, naive to expect that church people  do not say such things, but we 

are not exempt from such behavior and speech even in the church. God calls us, 

however to a higher standard of loving, a higher standard when we speak of 

others.  

Yet, on the other hand, our tongues can also burn with the fire of love. Words 

have the power go give life and encouragement and healing to others. You and I 

sometimes will never know how what we might say might be a gift that someone 

will never forget.  These could be words that might have given someone hope in a 

difficult time, words that might have lifted one spirits, words that might have 

helped a person with his or her self esteem. I remember words of encouragement 

that were said to me as a child that have remained with me even though I can’t 

always remember last Tuesday! I remember the encouragement I received from a 

seminary professor at Virginia Seminary when during my second year, I was 

having doubts about my call to ordained ministry. Our sons still remember a dear 

lady at Grace Church, Vineyard Haven, on Martha’s Vineyard who every summer 

would give them a big hug and welcome them back to church while we were on 



vacation. They remember church school teachers and a man named Jim Kriewald 

who was organist and choir director, people who have had a profound influence 

upon their young lives that continues to this day. Words of encouragement to a 

spouse or a child can be a balm over troubled waters.  They can make all the 

difference in the world. 

We are fortunate to have here in this parish people such as Gail and Cathy, Ann, 

April, Karen, Kim and Cheri, just to name a few who are leaders in teaching our 

young people and serving as wholesome examples for them.  Their ministry 

among us to our young people is one in which we all share.  May we be very 

mindful of how our words can convey love and can bring hope to these young 

lives entrusted to our care here in this place. 

And now a word about the Blessing of Backpacks at this service. These items such 

as backpacks, and other items we have placed at the altar are items that can help 

us in our quest for knowledge. Some are devices that can also help us find 

information and can help us communicate, things such as iPads and iPhones. 

While some of these devices can be helpful to us, they can also be serious and 

harmful distractions.  There is increasing evidence that use of these electronic 

devices can become addictive. It is downright frightening to observe how many 

people,  for example, are on their cell phone while behind the wheel, either 

talking or even worse, texting.  Such use of these devices while driving is on a 

level with driving while intoxicated.  Just the other evening one of you told me of 

a driver trying to negotiate her iPad while she was driving. She was erratically 

changing lanes endangering all those in her path.  The other day, I became aware 

of how careful all of us must be. I had my new iPhone on the seat beside me. It 

signaled that I had a text. Impulsively I started to reach for my iPhone. And I was 

behind the wheel! Fortunately, I came to my senses immediately and never 

picked it up, yet the impulse was there. We witness our young people using 

texting as a replacement for conversation.  So as we bless these items this 

morning, let us pray for the wisdom to use them properly and not to the 

detriment of our relating to one another nor to the danger of harming others. 



May we practice by not only what we say but also by what we do as we do the 

very best we can to be mindful of the practices of God who is wisdom.  

And may the meditations of our hearts and the words of our mouths be always 

acceptable in God’s sight. 

O God, because without you we are not able to please you, mercifully grant that 

your Holy Spirit may in all things direct and rule our hearts… Amen. 

 

 

 

 


