Sermon for Sunday, August 1, 1971 by Andrew A. Jumper, D.D., Pastor
Central Presbyterian Church, St. Louis, Missouri

"THE TATTLE TALE TONGUE TELLS ON YoU!"
St. James 3:1-18

Text: "So the tongue is a little member and boasts of great things. How great a
forest is set ablaze by a small fire!" St. James 3:6

This morning I want to talk about the person who gossips. Personally, I never
gossip. Sometime I relay helpful information or give constructive criticism about
others, but I never gossip! I know that is probably true in your case, too, so we
will be talking about the person who is sitting next to you, or the neighbor who lives
across the street! One of my seminary professors used to liken the gossip to a car
out of gear: they put their minds in neutral and let their tongues idle on! I've
always had a sneaking admiration for the lady in a church I once served who said,

"I never say anything about anyone unless it is good - and,: boy, is this good!"

There are three areas that I want to talk:about this morning in terms of gossip.
First, I would like for us to think together about what ‘gossip says about the person
who gossips. Second, to think together about what gossip says about the gossip's
relationship to others. Third, to think together about what gossip says about the
gossip's relationship to God.

Let us begin, then, by looking at what gossip has to say about the person who
gossips. The psychology of gossip is a fascinating thing. It is certainly revealing
to discover why we gossip. First, the psychology of gossip tells us that the person
wno gossips has a narrow intellectual field. That's a nice way of saying that a
person is basically ignorant! As a result of this '"limited intellectual interest,"
they turn to others as a source of conversation. You see, it doesn't take any intel-
ligence to carry a tale - even a monkey carries one! So, a gossip is usually a person
who has no adequate knowledge of a stimulating subject, hasn't read anything but the
comic page, and isn't qualified to talk about anything.

Another psychological cause of gossip is sheer boredom. I grew up in a small
community where nothing much exciting ever happened and I think the town gossiped just
to create some excitement! OSometimes I think gossip is an occupational hazard of -
housewives. After you've made a bed, or swept the floor, or washed the dishes four or
five hundred times, there isn't just a great deal you can say for it! And a busy
housewife who doesn't keep her mind occupied with some creative effort is likely to
let an idle brain turn to thoughts of other people. I'm reminded of the man who re-
turned a new camera to the store. He explained to the salesman, "I'll have to have
one with a faster shutter speed. My wife's mouth always comes out blurred." But we
men are just as bad! Samuel Rogers once invited some guests for dimmer, including the
great literary figure, Thomas lMacaulay. Before Macaulay's arrival, Rogers said to the
other guests, "If any of you has anything to say, you had better say it now while you
have the chance. Macaulay is coming."

It is true in the church, too. Idle people in the church are often its worst
critics. You know, there are three kinds of people in the church. First, those who
talk about what ought to be done. Second, those who do it. And, third, those who
criticize them for it! A few idle hands and a loose tongue can ruin any church - in-
cluding this one.

A third reason for gossip is jealousy or self-centeredness. DMany of us have the
need to be the center of attention. We have a desperate need to be admired or respect-
ed. Thus, when somebody else begins to get a little praise or attention, we begin to
criticize. Why? Because as long as I feel insecure about myself and my place in the
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world, anybody else who gets in the spotlight is a threat to me. You see, if I am
insecure - if I am concerned about how you feel about me - when you brag on someone
else, I imply that you think more of them than you do of me - I imply rejection of me.
Therefore, in my insecurity, if you build some one up with praise, I must tear him
down with criticism. He is a threat to me.

Now, a fourth reason for gossip is closely related to my insecurity. If I tear
the other person down, by implication I am building myself up. The gossip says, ''look
now badly so-and-so acts." Or he says, ''See how terrible so-and-so is.' What they
are really saying is, '"Look how fine I am in comparison.'" Isn't it true that if
everybody else is three feet tall, a man of four feet is a giant? John Calvin once
wrote, 'There is an innate disease in mankind to seek reputation by blaming others."

A fifth psychological motivation behind gossip is that it makes the person feel
important. Watch out for the gossip! If he feels important telling you about some-
body else, he is going to feel important telling somebody else about you! I remember
some friends once planning a surprise birthday party for the father of the house,
Naturally, the children had to be let in on the surprise. The very minute daddy walked
in the door one of the children began to literally dance up and down in excited self-
importance and said, "I know a secret!" And he immediately spilled the beans! (What
the mother said under her breath, hoewever, is still a secret!) The child was bursting
with importance because he knew something to tell - and, of course, it's no good if
you don't tell it! 1In our adult world, we are not so obvious. But a casual, '"Oh,
have you heard...” is usually the prelude to the same thing. Yes, the sense of im-
portance.

So, if you find that you tend to gossip, you really need to take a good, hard,
realistic look at yourself. If we gossip, it reveals a great deal about who and what
we are, what our needs are, what the inner quality of our lives are like.

The second area I would like for us to think together about is what gossiping says
about our relationship to others. Now, follow this closely: when I gossip about you,
I am looking at some quality, or some characteristic, or some aspect about you. And
when I do that, I never see you as a whole person. If I never see you as a whole
person, the things I see about you may be entirely out of context. See how it works:
here are two passages of scripture -~ both are true, both are from the Bible. But when
I take them out of context and put them together you don't have a true picture of the
Bible. Here are the two passages '"Judas went and hanged himself. Go thou and do
likewise."

The gossip never sees the other as a whole person. He never sees the context in
which the other person really lives. He never sees the secret cares and wounds, all
the things the other has to struggle with, the things that get him down and nobody
else knows about. He never sees the heartache or inner wrestling of the whole persomn.
You see, it is one thing to call a man a thief and crook for stealing a loaf of bread,
but it is quite another thing to see his act in the total context of his life where
his wife and little child are starving to death.

One of the things they teach us in pastoral counseling is to listen - to try to
hear the inner emotional needs another is expressing. As Benjamin Disraeli once put
it, ‘'people should remember that in His creating providence God gave us two ears, but
only one mouth.” I do not know anybody who has been helped by judgmental, destructive
criticism. I do know many who have been helped because others were willing to see
them as whole persons and who were willing to listen sympathetically. The Arabians
used to say that if one is tempted to reveal a tale about another, he should make it
pass, before he speaks, three narrow gates of gold. First, is it true? Do we have
the facts straight, is our information accurate? Second, is it needful? Even if it
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is true, does it need saying? If you say it, is there anything constructive to be
gained? Third, is it kind? So many of us have tough, difficult roads to travel in
life, Will broadcasting our infirmities and deficiencies make that road any smoother?
Yes, gossip has a great deal to say about our relationship to others.

The third area I would like to call to our attention is what gossip says about
our relationship to God. Let me say several things quickly. First, gossip about an-
other implies I have no need for pardon myself. Remember the story in the Bible where
the woman taken in adultery was brought to Jesus? The rule was that such a sin was
to be punished by stoning to death. Jesus said, '"Let him who is without sin among
you cast the first stone." When they realized their own need for pardon, Jesus looked
up to discover that they had quietly slipped away and only he and the woman were left.
Calvin wrote, "He acts unjustly who denies to others the pardon he needs himself.’
None of us is so perfect this morning but he needs the understanding and forgiveness
and pardon of a compassionate God. To gossip denies in a person his own need for
pardon. '"Let him who is without sin cast the first stonme."

Secondly, gossip forms the very standards by which I myself will be judged. Jesu
was very specific on this point. He said, "Judge not that ye be not Judged " For wit
what judgment ye judge, ye shall be Judgea.” That's clear enough, isn't it? God shall
judge us by our own standards of Judomentm-and for many of us that is a fearful prospe

Third, gossip destroys my ability to love God. St. John writes, "If any ome
says, 'I love God,' and hates his brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love his
brother whom he has seen, cannot love God whom he has not seen. And this commandment
we have from him, that he who loves God should love his brother also.”" If you show
lack of love for a brother by hurting him with gossip, you hinder your capacity to
love God.

Yes, gossip reveals a great deal about who and what I am like inside; it reveals
a great deal about my relationship to others; and most of all it reveals a great deal
about my relationship to God.

In our scripture St. James says that no man can tame the tongue. And he is right
no man can. But there is one who can - God can! Jesus once said, '"out of the abun-
dance of the heart the mouth speaks." (Luke 6:45) That means that if we are to re-
form the tongue, we must let God transform our hearts. So, the tattle tale tongue
tells on me - it tells what my heart is like. I cannot reform my tongue - not by will
power, not by effort - and neither can you. The secret to a reformed tongue is a
transformed heart for "out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks." Before
you can deal with your tongue you must first deal with God. I invite you to do that

right now.




