
Watch your (body) language! 
 
The three readings scheduled for today (Is 50 v1-; James 3, v 1- 12: Mk 8 v 27-38) are 
all about things said and the impact they can have: whether they are for God or 
against God’s purposes. They would sit comfortably under the title “Watch Your 
Language’. There is no time to do justice to them all: indeed to do so would leave no 
space for our over-arching theme of ‘Creation’.  I have decided to focus on the words 
of the Gospel and they arguably require a broader title ‘Watch Your Body Language.  
 
The passage from Mark (and its equivalent in other Gospels in commonly described 
as a turning point” in Jesus’ ministry and viewed from Jesus’ standpoint: ‘see what 
Jesus does next!’ Its certainly the point at which Jesus changes tactics. Up to now he 
has been conducting a rural ministry: suddenly he decides to head for Jerusalem. Up 
to that point, his ministry had been something of a joy ride and fun most of the way. 

 
But the time had come to speak truth to power and power would answer back, in the 
only way it knows: loudly, deviously, threateningly; yielding not an inch; sparing no 
one in its determination to preserve all that it possessed: crushing all in its path. 
In a word ‘Dominating’ 
 
The change of direction was bound to happen: Jesus’ whole purpose was to show an 
alternative way: not just of living but of being: for herein lay the truth about the 
purpose of creation.  
 
But why change at that moment? 
Well, he was set on transforming the lives of others and had to take others with him, 
not least his chosen bunch of disciples and especially, the most assertive of them, 
Peter. It was not only the words Peter said, but the way he said them: his body 
language. Peter didn’t fancy the prospects that Jesus had outlined and said so. 
 “He took him (JESUS, no less) and began to rebuke him”. Jesus had faced criticism 
before but this was different: it was coming from within the ranks of his close 
followers. Were other disciples thinking the same way and might they join Peter in 
twisting His arm? This was more than a personal challenge that needed a quiet word 
in Peter’s ear. What follows is a ‘team talk’. 

“ and, seeing the other disciples, he rebuked Peter and said 
‘Get thee behind me Satan! For you are not on the side of God but of men. 

Jesus’ words were meant for all of them to hear (but I like to think He was addressing 
Satan, not Peter!). They were being called not just to speak with one voice but to 
explore a new way of living and being. Were they with Jesus in this project or not? 
It is a question He asks us all, summed up the hymn “Will you come and follow me” 
 
But how do we be sure that our words are ‘on the right side’? The prophet Isaiah (50 
v4) felt assured that he had a hotline to the almighty and his words could therefore be 
trusted. In the sense that he was in tune with the divine purpose, he may have been 



right. Jesus brother, James, leader of the church in Jerusalem, in his Epistle to 
dispersed Jewish converts, was fearful that they were saying the wrong things about 
Jesus in faraway places. He spoke about the need for ‘bridling the tongue’- Was it  a 
crude way of curbing dissension that may have reflected a desire to retain power at 
the centre: that  attitude that has permeated (and handicapped?) followers ever since. 
Do we not often remain tongue-tied rather than ‘winging it’ for fear of saying the 
wrong thing, using the wrong words? 
 
Last weekend, I officiated at the wedding of my granddaughter Rachel Hunter. The 
ceremony was conducted in a civic setting, on a country estate. 30 years previously, I 
had officiated at the marriage of her parents, Karen and John, here at St James. On 
that occasion I quoted the wise words of Coventry Patmore about marriage. He once 
said “it was the finger of God on the shoulder”. My unbridled tongue set the scene for 
Rachel and Tom by saying that the finger of God rested as surely and gently on our 
assembly at Coleshaw Hall in Cheshire as it had done in St James, Penicuik, 30 years 
ago, almost to the day: furthermore, that was the case, whatever the civic setting or 
church involved. Why so? Because in celebrating the union of two people willing to 
sacrifice all for each other: we were all clearly on God’s side. 
 
Afterwards I began thinking about the words I had used: like Coventry Patmore, I was 
conjuring up an image of God made in mans’ image; a God with fingers; albeit many, 
many of them. I was speaking figuratively to convey the reality that God is intimately 
connected to everything that happens in our world, our universe, all universes: in a 
word ‘Creation’; in another ‘Reality’. Then I realized that in using the word ‘God’, I 
was also speaking figuratively; ‘God’ was a catch all for an awful lot, much of it 
neatly summarized in our wedding service when I quoted from the epistle from 
someone ‘in the know’ (1 Jn  4 v 8) 

He that does not love, does not know God, for God is love. 
 
Therein lies the secret of saying the right thing and finding the right path. Some use 
the maxim- ‘what would Jesus say  (or do)’ but we can be more direct. Why not ask 
ourselves ‘What would love say’ or ‘what is the loving thing to do’. Loving is the 
God-given instinct that lies within each and everyone of us. It is the ‘cosmic glue’ that 
binds the whole of creation together. Words said lovingly can never be on the wrong 
side. 
 
Creation is not something that happened once upon a time. Creation is a process and 
is continuing: it therefore makes sense to pay attention- I would as much, if not more-
to words said, in love, about the transformative process of creation today as to words 
written 1000’s of years ago, like those of Richard Rohr, of the Centre for Action and 
Conremplation. His message this week was all about ‘Life as Participation’- one 
might say Participation in Creation- and this is how he summarized some of his daily 
messages 



‘God is not out there and we don’t look at reality.  

We look from reality.  
We’re in the middle of it now; we’re a part of it.  
This whole thing is a mystery of participation.’ 
 
He quoted these words of Ilia Delio “Our lives have meaning and purpose. We either 
help build this world up in love or tear it apart.” 
 
For Paul, love was not something we do. It is something that is done to us, and that 
we participate in. 
 
Religion as participation constantly recognizes that we are a part of something more 
than we are observing something or “believing” in something. 
 
We are creational beings and our body language should reflect that. 

Nevi l l e  
 

P.S.	Earlier,	I	had	used	this	prayer	of	Richard’s	in	place	of	a	collect:	you	may	care	
to	use	it	

 Loving God, you fill all things with a fullness and hope that we can never 
comprehend. Thank you for leading us into a time where more of reality is 
being unveiled for us all to see. We pray that you will take away our natural 
temptation for cynicism, denial, fear and despair. Help us have the courage to 
awaken to greater truth, greater humility, and greater care for one another. 
May we place our hope in what matters and what lasts, trusting in your eternal 
presence and love. Listen to our hearts’ longings for the healing of our 
suffering world. Knowing, good God, you are hearing us better than we are 
speaking, we offer these prayers in all the holy names of God. Amen. 

	

	


