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Ninth Series 

 
WATCH YOUR LANGUAGE! 

“In the beginning was the Word . . .” 
(John 1:1) 

 
Have you ever thought about thought, and how, without words, you 

cannot think? 
Speech is a sign of our humanity. Language made civilization 

possible. 
An ancient story says that when God had finished the world, the 

angels pointed out that one thing was lacking – speech to praise God’s 
work. And so God created human beings. 
 

Naming God 
How do we name God, and our relationship to God? Does our 

concept of God crush us or free us? 
“In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful.” The 

Moslem begins every significant action with this phrase. Such language 
has the power to console and encourage the creature while it praises the 
Creator. 

It is said that God may be addressed, but not expressed. In the 
Islamic tradition Moslems acknowledge this in their stirring call to prayer: 
“Allahu Akbar” – “God is Greater.” God is not just great, but greater – 
greater than words can express. 

In the Bible the phrase “God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of 
Jacob” is found several times. The ancient rabbis asked why it was not 
written: “God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.” Their midrash answers that 
it is not sufficient to live by the understandings of another. 

 
Naming Our Reality  

We live inside the world we name. The pessimist “names” the glass 
half empty, the optimist, half full. 

We all inherit a worldview with our native language. We think in 
words, by means of words. If we have no word for an object, we may not 
even see it. Do we see snow the way an icebound Inuit does? or a 
camel the way a desert Bedouin does? 

Language reflects and affects the way we think. Does it make a 
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difference if, in Genesis, we read that we have “dominion over” or rather 
“stewardship of” creation? 

Language can be ambiguous. Words thought to be generic, 
inclusive, sometimes turn out not to be. Consider this quote from an 
anonymous source: “People won’t give up power. They’ll give up 
anything else first – money, home, wife, children – but not power.” Or 
consider this question: What did the American Founding Fathers 
envision when they declared: “All men are created equal”? 

Sensitivity to language grows. The New Creed of the United 
Church, written in 1968, began: “Man is not alone, he lives in God’s 
world.” The 1980 revised version begins: “We are not alone, we live in 
God’s world.” 

Adam named the animals that God brought before him. Naming is a 
privilege; naming gives power. It is the one with power who names the 
reality. It is the victor who writes the history. But “his-story” is not the 
whole story; reality includes all of creation’s story. 
 

What’s In A Word? 
We are what we think. The eaglet, cared for by chickens, thought 

he was a chicken. He envied the mighty eagles soaring overhead. But 
he was a chicken, was he not? So he resigned himself to pecking in the 
dirt. 

It has been said that, if you want to change the way people think, 
you can educate them, brainwash them, bribe them, drug them – or you 
can teach them a few carefully chosen new words. Some words have 
the potential for transforming the way our entire culture sees the world. 

In Chinese the word for “peace” is made up of two characters: one 
for “mouth” and one for “rice”. 
 
 

*   *   * 
 
For reflection and discussion 
1. Which words would you use to describe what is needed for peace? 
2. Many of us respond to words like “liberation”, “respect”, “human 

dignity”, “reconciliation”, “reign of God”. List and discuss some of the 
words that inspire you. 
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