
Sunday 13 August 2006:  The Ninth Sunday after Trinity 
 
The ministry of holding one’s tongue! 
 
Readings: Ephesians 4: 25 – 5:2; John 6: 35, 41-51 
 
A journalist was recalling waiting for a train on a bitterly cold day in early Spring after going to a 
funeral. To warm herself up she’d bought a coffee and it was in one of those containers with a 
plastic lid that aren’t easy to open without spilling at the best of times and, that day, she was 
trying to remove it without taking her gloves off which was proving even harder. She glanced up 
and saw herself struggling on a CCTV screen. Being a Londoner she was used to that but then a 
mechanical voice announced ‘ Stand well back behind the yellow line’ and ‘Please keep your 
possessions with you at all times or they may be removed and destroyed’ and ‘The next train 
arriving on platform one is for London Waterloo calling at’ – and then a string of stations. The 
loop of announcements was repeated almost continuously. Looking round it seemed as if every 
poster on the station was telling her not to do something or else she’d be fined and, once on the 
train, there were further notices or announcements before and after each station and others about 
not putting her feet on the seats, not travelling with the wrong sort of ticket and so on. Events of 
the last couple of days have added another dimension to this for travellers. She gradually began to 
feel a sense of real oppression, of a lack of freedom that was squeezing the life out of her and the 
world around, stunting and restricting it. 
 
Jesus said ‘ I am the bread of life. Your ancestors ate the manna in the wilderness and they died. 
This is the bread that comes down from heaven, so that one may eat it and not die. I am the living 
bread that came down from heaven. Whoever eats of this bread will live for ever…’ 
 
What Jesus offers us, day by day, and, in a particular way in the eucharist, is the absolute 
opposite of a stunted, oppressed life – instead, what he offers us is the possibility of growth and 
freedom – though they don’t come without making demands on us. And whoever it was who 
wrote the letter to the Ephesians, for it’s quite likely that it wasn’t actually Paul, has things to say 
that also have a bearing on our spiritual growth and our life together. 
 
A sense of living together and growing together in community was very much a part of the early 
church though its difficulties are attested to by the admonitory epistles received by the various 
young churches. But, as we’ve come to lead increasingly individual and nuclear lives community 
life is a vision that we’ve often lost sight of or discarded as impractical or irrelevant for modern 
times. 
 
But a recent article on the front cover of the newsletter by Anna Gregorowski-Norman 
highlighted both the importance and the possibility of community life, even in a place as 
seemingly transient and fragmented as a church which really is ‘city-centre’. A church to which 
many regulars travel considerable distances and many others visit as they pass through. She 
wrote – ‘as members of the St Martin’s community we’ve recently been invited to a wedding, a 
civil partnership, a barbeque and a birthday party. I’ve also had the privilege of spending quality 
time sharing coffee with a close friend before church, visiting another in hospital and sharing tea 
with a neighbour to celebrate a recent success. Each of these friends is part of the St Martin’s 
community.’ She went on to say ‘ My experience of being part of this community is that this is a 
place where we can have a profound effect on each other’s everyday lives.’ And then she asks 



questions about what it is that is enabling that to happen – that human interactions are 
transformed and the miracle of everyday life is lived out. 
 
I think there are probably a number of clues to this in our readings today and I’d like to pick up 
on one or two of them. It’s a rich epistle, far too rich for one sermon, but well worth re-reading 
during the week. For example, we’re encouraged to ‘let no evil talk come out of our mouths, but 
only what is useful for building up, as there is need, so that your words may give grace to those 
whom hear.’ 
 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote a little book about living in community, about living life with others, 
and, in fact, when I went to theological college we were all advised to get and read a copy before 
we arrived because in such a college you get a great mix of people, many of whom have been 
used to leading very independent lives, suddenly having to co-exist together in a semi-monastic 
environment and that can lead to tensions. And Bonhoeffer has a chapter on the ministry, to each 
other really, of life together and he begins by describing what he calls ‘the ministry of holding 
one’s tongue’! 
 
He says that, where the discipline of the tongue is practised right from the beginning, each 
individual will make a ‘matchless discovery’. He or she will be able to cease from constantly 
scrutinising the other person, judging them, condemning them, putting them in a place where he 
or she can gain ascendancy over them and so doing violence to them as a person. Now, he can 
allow that person to exist as a completely free person, as God made him or her to be. Now, the 
other person, in the freedom with which they were created, becomes the occasion of joy. So, 
practising the ministry of holding one’s tongue is advised in order to build up rather than destroy 
one another. And that’s a very important part of our own growth and of our ministry of serving 
one another. 
 
And then forgiveness. In the words of the Letter to the Ephesians ‘ be kind to one another, tender-
hearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ has forgiven you.’ Or, in the words of The 
Lord’s Prayer ‘forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us.’ 
 
There are many stories about instances where forgiveness has failed and where it has succeeded. 
There are times when individuals find it completely impossible to forgive, even years after the 
wound was inflicted. But where forgiveness can be given and received then the result, both for 
individuals and for communities, can be one of almost miraculous growth. The Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission in South Africa is one of the most potent stories of the transforming 
effects of forgiveness in recent history of course and Desmond Tutu’s book about those events is 
called ‘No Future Without Forgiveness’.  
 
In the final chapter he talks about the Rwanda genocide of 1994, about which there have been a 
number of recent plays, films and books and he calls the chapter ‘Without forgiveness there 
really is no future’. He visited Rwanda a year after the genocide as President of the All Africa 
Conference of Churches. He went to a rally in a large stadium in Kigali where he’s been asked to 
preach and he talked of the history of Rwanda as being one of ‘top dog’ and ‘underdog’. The top 
dog wanted to cling to its position and underdog strove to topple it. It was a sad history of reprisal 
and counter-reprisal. He reminded the Tutsi’s that they’d waited 30 years to get their own back 
for the injustices they felt had been heaped on them and that extremists among the Hutus were 
also capable of waiting 30 years or more to unleash revenge and resentment. The only way to 
move forward was by forgiveness. 



 
In 1989 he visited the Holy Land and went to the Holocaust Museum in Jerusalem. The media 
asked for his impressions and, after explaining what a shattering experience he’d found it he 
added ‘But what about forgiveness?’ because that’s what he sensed Christ would have asked. His 
remark led to him being condemned in a very forthright way so, when he returned to the Holy 
Land 10 years later in 1999, he went with some apprehension. This time though, his welcome 
was very different – warm and enthusiastic and there was a considerable interest in the concept of 
forgiveness and reconciliation. But what has happened since? There have been some movements 
in that direction but there always seems to have been a slipping back afterwards, as if there was 
never quite the full conviction or belief in forgiveness that was needed and now the situation 
there cries out for it more than ever. This week there have been some signs of seeds of hope and 
some dashing of hopes but forgiveness and reconciliation will have to be there in any lasting 
settlement. 
 
In our own communities we also have a part to play, for unless we begin with a foundation of 
forgiveness as individuals, at the micro level as it were, and practise this daily, then hope of 
reconciliation on a much larger scale is surely misplaced. ‘Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, 
forgiving one another as God in Christ has forgiven you.’ 
 
Forgiveness is about the past but it’s also about learning how to handle the future in a more open 
way. Because it’s about growth and it’s about risk-taking. And it’s about the freedom and love 
that we receive from God and that we’re called to share – whatever sort of jumble or mess we 
may feel our lives to be and however and wherever we respond to that challenge. 
 
Jesus said ‘ I am the bread of life’. In the Lord’s Prayer the prayer for forgiveness follows 
immediately after the words ‘Give us today our daily bread’ and we might find a link there. For 
having contemplated the generosity of God in providing for our basic material welfare and in 
doing so with hints of how that welfare finds spiritual expression in the eucharist we’re then 
brought to contemplate the generosity of God’s forgiveness. 
 
As we live together in community, in however loose a sense that may be, then, through the 
acceptance of God’s offer of love and forgiveness, we may grow rather than shrink and 
experience a new freedom rather than then old oppression. That this community ‘might be a place 
where we can have a profound effect on the everyday lives of others.’ 


