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Evil Tongues 
 
Let us pray… 
 
Once upon a time, parents sat with their children, of an evening, in front of the television, and 
they said to their children, “Work hard, be a good citizen, and someday you, too, might reach 
this highest achievement… and campaign to be President of the United States!”  Today, 
parents, of an evening, must mute the television if their children are nearby, and they tend to 
say, “Whatever you do, don’t run for President of the United States!” 
 
I’m not preaching on the election today; that’s in two weeks.  But this fall I’m following a thread 
that responds to the turmoil around us these days: a world with places in violent conflict, 
national debates about bias and racism, and, yes, the great divide and divisiveness in the 
presidential election.  In the face of contemporary events, how are we as people of faith called 
to live?  As people of faith, what can we do to care for each other and this world?  This 
summer, when I decided to preach on communication, I was thinking in part of how we might 
practice dialogue across political differences:  how do we calmly, kindly, and productively 
discuss our contrasting beliefs on guns, abortion, the military industrial complex, taxes, and 
marijuana!  I didn’t realize that before this Sunday rolled around we’d have one news cycle 
after another on how not to communicate if you’re running for president.  I’d adapt our scripture 
reading for our candidates in this way:   

“Those who desire high poll ratings 
And desire to see the inside of the oval office, 
Let them keep their tongues from evil 
And their lips from speaking deceit; 
Let them turn away from evil and do good; 
Let them seek peace and pursue it.” 
 

Communication is something that we do every day, even if we aren’t on the campaign trail.  It 
is essential to our families, workplace, friends, volunteer work, and affinity groups – including 
the church.  Communicating takes up a lot of our time, whether it’s written, spoken, or 
nonverbal body language.  We begin practicing communication from the moment we are born, 
when the comprehension of our messages are necessary for our survival.  And yet twenty, 
forty, sixty or eighty years later when we should be experts at communicating, we still find 
ourselves misunderstanding and misunderstood.  Clearly, communicating is more of an art 
than a science, although science is a component as well.    
 
Think about communication in your own life.  What do you get when you don’t communicate 
well?  (Frustration, anxiety, isolation, etc.)  Conflict.  And what do you get when you 
communicate well?  (Heard, helped, learning, growth, etc.)  Connection.  When we are 
communicating well, we are building relationship, resulting in more harmony in our families, 
greater success at work, deeper friendship.  And, it seems, setting an example that the world 
desperately needs. 
 
Many of you are professional communicators – teachers, therapists, writers.  So we’ve 
probably had classes and textbooks and workshops on understanding and improving 
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communication.  Even if you haven’t had professional training, you’ve probably read at least 
one blog titled “How to communicate brilliantly and lose 10 pounds at the same time”.  So 
some of what I’m about to share with you will be familiar, but a little review never hurts.  So 
here, now, are my Top Ten Communication Commandments.  AKA, How Not to Run for 
President in 2016. 
 
My Number One Communication Commandment comes from business writer Mark 
McCormack, who offers “the golden rule of communication”.  Communicate with others in the 
same way that you would like them to communicate with you.  How would we want others to 
communicate with us?  We’d probably like people to be respectful, keep a confidence, pay 
attention, and so forth.  The rest of the Communication Commandments are a list of just the 
sort of things we’d want people to do when communicating with us, so they are the very things 
we should do when communicating with others.  But most importantly, if we regularly asked 
ourselves, “Is this how I’d like to be communicated with?” our own communications would 
probably be transformed. 
 
Communication Commandment Number Two.  Practice deep listening.  In other words, don’t 
do what I do, don’t interrupt.  And don’t think about what your response is going to be while the 
other person is talking.  And don’t break in with your brilliant observation.  And certainly don’t 
break in with all your arguments.  Pay attention to people’s words, their gestures, their posture, 
their tone of voice.  Listen to understand the other, not necessarily to agree with or be 
convinced by them.  Listen to get content, listen to comprehend, listen to communicate to the 
speaker the fact that you care about what they are saying.  Doing so, you listen to build 
relationship.  Don’t have time to “deep listen” all the time?  Of course not.  Those 
conversations are automatically “small talk”.  And if they go any deeper, it’s quite likely that you 
will miss or misunderstand something, which can quickly and easily lead to conflict.  
 
Number Three.  Practice reflective listening.  In the most blatant form, reflective listening 
sounds like this, “Well, what I hear you saying is that you hate the paper we print the bulletins 
on, because it gives you papercuts.  Is that right?”  Reflective listening accomplishes several 
things:  it makes sure I’m focused on what the person is saying rather than my own response, 
it helps the other person know that they’ve been heard because they hear their own thoughts 
coming back to them, and it helps assure accuracy in communication, because if I’ve 
misunderstood then I can be corrected.  Reflective listening can, at first, sound false, and it 
certainly takes a little longer.  But it doesn’t sound as bad as a screaming match, and it doesn’t 
take as long as a knock-down, drag-out fight. 
 
The Fourth Communication Commandment combines different but related rules from 
communication experts.  Ask clarifying questions and work from factual information.  In the 
pastoral counseling I do with folks, I’ve observed that people jump to conclusions more quickly 
and more often than they realize.  People act based on assumptions, inferences and heresay 
as if on reportable fact.  You get up on Saturday morning and realize your partner has already 
left the house, and she has taken your car!  How dare she leave without discussing plans with 
you, and the library book you wanted to read is in the car!  She has ruined your entire day!  
When she returns with coffee and donuts, having gotten your car an oil change and a wash 
and vacuum, you quickly call the voice mail on her cell phone to erase the irate message you 
left. 
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What if we stayed curious about what was happening, rather than deciding the story without all 
the information?  How much further would we get if we asked, “What did you mean by that?”  
How much would our relationships be helped by going directly to the person involved and 
saying, “This is what I heard.  Is this true?”  Even if the worst turns out to be true, at least you 
can talk to the person involved.  But usually the truth is not as bad as the story we’ve created 
in our minds. 
 
In fact, I want to revise this commandment a bit.  Go ahead and make assumptions.  But 
assume the best.  Assume others have the best intentions, go with the most positive 
interpretation, leap to the most loving conclusion.  When we begin from assuming the best 
about people, in Eboo Patel’s imagery we are building a bridge rather than a wall. 
 
Number Five.  Use “I” statements.  Notice that the first few rules are more about listening, 
rather than talking.  Good communication begins with great listening.  But eventually, you get 
to talk.  When you do, I recommend you use “I statements”.  Hear the difference:  “You never 
help out around here” vs. “I believe I do more around here than you do”.  Using the first person  
transforms our thoughts from condemnations to opinions.  “You never help out around here” is 
likely to lead directly to defensive behavior and an argument.  “I believe I do more around here 
than you do” will, hopefully, lead to a discussion about what both parties are observing in the 
situation. 
 
I changed something else between the two examples as well.  Did you notice it?  I got rid of 
the word “never”.  “Never” and “Always” are good words to avoid.  Does he really “never” pick 
up his socks?  Does she really “always” come home late?  Have you been keeping a journal of 
this bad behavior?  And if so, why?  Are you eager to reveal that you are a better, cleaner, 
more organized person?  Are you sure?  Number Six.  Always avoid words like always and 
never; never use them. 
 
Number Seven is a Commandment Paul and I learned when we were in premarital counseling 
together.  The counselor shared with us the idea that It takes nine positive statements to equal 
one negative statement.  So if, just once, a man says to his husband, “Your jokes aren’t funny 
at all”, he has to say nine positive things to undo the damage of the one negative statement.  I 
found this astounding, but truthful.  At that time, I had a tendency to be negative; I began 
working on it immediately, but it’s still something I struggle with.  For good measure, I 
occasionally look Paul in the eyes and say “I love you” nine or eighteen times.   
 
One of my favorite Communication Commandments is, I believe, a necessity for constructive 
and creative meetings.  As a text on behavioral covenants puts it, “we will affirm the merit of an 
idea before we note its weaknesses”.  In more simple language, Communication 
Commandment Number Eight is, You have to say two things you like about an idea before you 
can say anything negative.  Please believe me, this is not a warm-and-fuzzy church thing.  
Many of the most successful companies in our country employ this technique, including 
Disney.  If you have to say two positive things about an idea before you say anything negative 
you accomplish a great deal.  First of all, you help the idea’s originator feel heard and affirmed.  
A pretty good accomplishment considering the fact that you disagree with them.  But you also 
are apt to discover things about the idea you wouldn’t have otherwise.  In the midst of a Master 
Plan discussion about rethinking space at UCCB, let’s say someone suggests that the only 
space for the airhockey table is the admin’s office.  Well, before you dismiss the idea, you have 
to come up with two positive comments.  The first one is usually easy.  “What I like about your 
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idea is… it’s creative.  And… airhockey could be a great stress reliever for our overworked 
administrative assistant!”  Lo and behold, we not only deal with space needs, but also address 
stress management.  Or your child proposes a new body piercing.  “Well, what I like about your 
idea is… you would be able to use both earrings in a set.  And we’d get to have lunch at that 
great café beside the piercing parlor.” 
 
Communication Commandment Number Nine is one of the most important lessons I learned in 
my first church.  Sometimes there would be conflict between me and the other pastor; less 
than in most teams, but it happened.  During one difficult time, I met with a professional 
supervisor for some clarification and feedback.  I told her the whole nine yards, everything this 
pastor had done and was doing wrong, and how I was going to enlighten him.  She asked me, 
“What’s your motive?”  Well, in all honesty, my motive was to make him feel bad about what 
he’d done!  She asked me, “Do you want that to be the motive in your communications with 
him?”  Of course not.  Based on my conversations with her, I actually wrote a note and posted 
it on my bulletin board:  “Rule of thumb – what’s your motive?”  This is Communication 
Commandment Number Nine.  Are you communicating to support, to connect, to clarify?  Are 
you communicating to punish, to hurt, to flex your power?  If your motive is to make someone 
feel bad about what they’ve done to you, or reveal to them their ignorance, or show them how 
smart you are, fine.  Just know what your motive is before you start talking. 
 
The Tenth and final Communication Commandment:  Speak with love.  My hope for your 
communications is that you will know your motive, and your motive will be love.  When we 
speak without love, our “tongues” can spread “evil”:  pain, misinformation, conflict.  When we 
speak with love, we build those bridges to another person.  When we speak with love, we 
create healing with our very words.  When we speak with love, we get more done, we suffer 
less conflict, and we are more creative.  When we speak with love, we create community with 
the sound of our voice.   
 
Now, does that always mean saying happy, upbeat words?  Of course not.  Sometimes 
speaking with love means speaking up, and speaking out.  If someone says something that 
seems racist or misogynist or just mean, that’s a perfect opportunity to practice all the other 
Communication Commandments.  Listen deeply and patiently.  Don’t assume; be curious.  Ask 
the person to explain further, or tell you more.  Maybe you misunderstood what sounded like a 
racist joke.  And if you didn’t misunderstand, sometimes just a gentle question can stop 
somebody who is speaking with an “evil” tongue.  “What do you mean by that?” signals the 
person you’re not giving silent support to a comment that stereotypes immigrants, for example.  
Use your “I statements”:  “I disagree with you, I don’t like to hear women discussed in that 
way.”  You can even begin from a positive place:  “I’m glad you feel comfortable telling me your 
opinion, but I disagree.”  And most of all, pay attention to your motive.  We’ve had enough of 
wanting to shame each other, tear each other down, divide into camps of who is “right” and 
who is “wrong”.  Let’s have one motive, to “go”, and speak with love.   
 
There’s so much more we could discuss:  the perils of email, how to communicate in the face 
of conflict, the value in face-to-face communication whenever possible.  And I’d love to hear 
your stories, your communication challenges and commandments.  I look forward to hearing 
your thoughts, including where you disagree with me:  these “ten commandments” after all, 
aren’t written on stone, they are just my perspective.  Just tell me two things you liked about 
this sermon before you tell me all the ways in which I went wrong.  Amen. 
 


