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The Presbyterian Outlook, a weekly independent journal published for the Presbyterian
Denomination includes on its inside back cover a feature article entitled BENEDICTORY. Written
by prominent ministers throughout the country we have compiled a number of articles, which
have appeared in this feature, written by our own Reverend Earl F. Palmer. The articles have
been reprinted here with the permission of the publishers for the benefit of the congregation.
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by EARL PALMER

In the novel The Firm by John Grisham the main
character, Mitch, is an impressive young man. He is
number two in his class at Harvard Law School; as
the story begins he has two solid job offers, one
with a Wall Street firm, but an even smaller firm
from Memphis, Tenn., wins him over, and he goes
to work there. What did it was the salary this firm
offered, plus mind-boggling benefits and incen-
tives, including a new BMW. In the middle of this
avalanche of good fortune, only his wife, Abby,
seems uneasy. She senses inroads of control that in-
evitably accompany such largesse.

What intrigued me was that
such an outstanding person could
be so oblivious to the dangers of
these hooks into his life. Then the
answer came to me. Mitch wasn't
suspicious because he was convinced he deserved
the money! After all, he had been elected to Har-
vard Law Review. It made sense that the partners in
the Memphis firm recognized his brilliance, and
they were simply rewarding competence when they
saw it. This dizzy self-confidence probably made
Mitch the easiest person at Harvard to con and de-
ceive, which is exactly what happened.

I was relieved to know that real law firms cannot
do what this Memphis firm did, but the story be-
came to me a parable about how pride and convic-
tions of self-importance can make us very vulnera-
ble to just the kind of deception (perhaps on a
smaller scale) that Mitch and Abby faced.

It is the deception that goes with importance, ei-
ther perceived or actual. It is the loss of the sense of
my own ambiguity, so that | somehow feel above
the ordinary folk who make up the rest of the
world. It is therefore the deception that becomes
one of the main contributors to corruption, isola-
tion and, finally, loneliness. The other cause is the
opposite feeling: I am so unworthy that 1 deserve
punishments beyond ordinary and reasonable
boundaries. Both deceptions confuse the soul of a
man or woman, where such temptations occur, and
not only are the young susceptible. More than I de-
serve can go both directions and both are road-
blocks that make it hard for truth and grace o show
up in the room.

The story made me think of the Christians at
Corinth to whom Paul wrote his marvelous
Corinthian letter. They too were, in many different
ways, entrapped by their giftedness. Already you

bave become rich; without us you bave become kings ...
(1 Cor. 4:8). Fortunately, 1 Cor. 13 follows soon af-
terward in Paul’s letter to settle us down with
healthier self understandings and priorities.
What is the cure for such dangerous pride?
First Mitch should have listened to Abby! When
we learn how to listen to people who love us, we are

at least at the steps on the way to a cure
from the isolation of both pride and despairing self-
rejection. Friends who know us best often help us
to gain carly clues that some part of our life is in
danger of spinning out of balance. This is one of
the important roles that Christan fellowship plays
in our lives. For this reason I believe that friendship
building must stand as one of the four main goals of
a young pastor’s training in a theological seminary:
(1) The first goal needs to be to grow in personal
faith as we walk with Jesus Christ; (2) the key to the
second goal is to intellectually learn
the great disciplines of the Bible,
theology, church history; (3) it is
also necessary to become competent
in the craft of study, preaching, and
pastoral ministry. But the (4th) goal
is to make lifelong friends. These friends are essen-
tial to my health and balance and [ to theirs wo.

Second, we find the cure for the isolation caused
by pride in the very same way we find the cure for
the isolation caused by humiliation — in grace.
The discovery of God’s love in Jesus Christ enables
us to outgrow the two preoccupations with myself:
false self-pride and false self-condemnation. These
conditions are often a phase of our life journey, and
it is God’ truth and grace that finds us and draws
us beyond that unpleasant and joyless phase into
genuine fulfillment and marurity.

The good news is that together truth and grace
help me to recognize my ambiguities, to face up w
my own sins, to experience “belovedness™ by God,
and in these three discoveries we are protected
from the temptation to pride and the temptation to
despair. Best of all, God’s grace heals brokenness,
gives 1o us self respect and frees us up for real fel-
lowship with people we love and who love us.

These three are better by far than a BMW from
the firm.

EARL PALMER is interim preaching pastor in vesidence at
National Presbyterian Church, Washington, D.C.
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by EARL F. PALMER

“Know the meaning of every word you use.” C.S.
Lewisgwed\isadvioetoanAmcricanstudcmwho
had written to him to ask for help in becoming a
writer.

Lewis himself had learned his advice the hard
way. When he was a teenager, he was tutored by a
demanding teacher, W.'T. Kirkpatrick. On the very
first day they met, Lewis felt obliged to say some-
thing to the old gentleman as they stood together at
the train station near Kirkpatrick's home in Surrey,
England. Lewis observed that the landscape looked
“wilder” than he had expected. His teacher startled
him:

“Stop!" shouted Kirk with a sud-

“What do you mean by wildness

they attack language like a virus: some are crude ex-
pletives, some words, like “awesome” are reverent,
some are almost technical, like “actually,” some are
flatrering, like “dude,” “you know,” and some just
keep the sentence going, like “and” even after we
have completed saying what we said.

Every poet and writer knows how deadly this kind
of language use can be. Don't tell me the landscape
is “wild,” make me feel the wildness. Don't tell me
that the evening was depressing and that you there-
fore feel helpless, tell me that the “evening was
spread out against the sky like a patient etherized
upon a table” (T. S. Eliot, The Love Song of 7. Alfred
Prufrock). We should always avoid such words as
“picturesque” for this very reason. And in the same
way, we who are trying to share our faith and our
deepest convictions about life should not speak with

generalized language when clear
and plain language is available. We

‘ ' : .
denness that made me jump. b.e‘n.e.d.l‘c.t.o.r.\g ?ne:;dr;:‘:ovzxﬁ em‘;tzn\::ur:l‘si:dz:r.

and what grounds had you for
not expecting it?”

I replied I didn’t know what, still “making con-
versation.” As answer after answer was torn to
shreds it at last dawned upon me that he really
wanted to know. He was not making conversa-
tion, nor joking, not snubbing me; he wanted to
know. I was stung into attempting a real answer.”

— C. S. Lewis, Surprised by Joy, page 134)

I have wondered about Lewis’ youthful experience.
lsthischcmsondth.S.Lcwisissudnmtally
clear writer? Is it because he is always aware of the
presence of that demanding tutor just over his
shoulder, who insisted that his student write and
think clearly and that he only say in words what he
really wanted the words to say?

Words can be powerful and by the use of words
we are able to communicate convictions like hope,
love, and faith. But words are sometimes confusing
and words are even able to cause harm too; there-
fore we need to learn how to hear clearly and to be
careful of what we say for others to hear. If our goal
s to communicate what matters the most when we
speak or write, we should beware of three kinds of
language traps.

First, beware of hollow words, the empty
shells that easily float from one side of the room to
the other. They are words that move into the spaces
between ideas so that their sounds appear in a sen-
tence but we don't really intend them to be inter-
preted by a listener. They are dangerous because

Don't tell someone that you want
to get together sometime — why
not set a date?

Beware of fighting words. They should be
avoided because they do harm. These words are in-
tended and crafted to punish and isolate. Their goal
is not to communicate, but to fix and discount the
person or group targeted. They are fighting words;
they may be shouted or spoken calmly, blatant or
subtle, and obvious or disguised. I need to continu-
ally test my language choice. What is my goal with
words: to push away, to push down, to draw in, to
build up, to encourage? The wily mayor in The Mu-
sic Man, Mayor Shinn, was right in his advice to
young Tommy Djilis, “watch your phraseology.”

Beware of code words. As a Christian I am
grateful for the wonder-filled words of faith, like
“gospel,” “salvation,” “hope”; but when I am sharing
these words I need to make clear what the words are
saying in everyday language. They should not trip
off my tongue too casily as insider terms, especially
at the closing minutes of a sermon. One strong argu-
ment in favor of the exposition of a biblical text is to
watch that moment when the words in a text catch
hold of our attention and we see their meaning for
ourselves not because it was told to us but because
we saw it; we figured out what the words meant.

EARL F. PALMER is pastor of University Church in Seat-
tle, Wash.
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I'’he Church
in a windy place
by EARL F. PALMER

Every two years representatives from each presby-
tery of our denomination meet for two weeks. This
year, that gathering of pastors and laity made a rec-
ommendation to our whole church that a sentence
in the Book of Order be removed. This sentence
presentdy states the behavior expectation of those
ordained to leadership in our church as elders, dea-
cons, and pastors: “to live either in fidelity within
the covenant of marriage between a man and a
woman or chastity in singleness.” Fortunately that
two-week assembly did not in fact

remove those words because our

pact the whole church as we do our own job of
teaching faithfully the whole gospel and training
men and women to move beyond our doors and into
the life and mission of the whole church. This is
happening and we should never underestimate the
broad influence that one local congregation like ours
is able to have as we are committed to that incre-
mental strategy. A large institution like a denomina-
tion is itself changed by people who are changed.
Finally we need to remember that the Christian
church itself is a mission field. The wrbulent line of
history goes through the church and therefore we
should not be surprised, nor should we become dis-
oriented, by the fact that every cultural wind and ad-
vocacy of society as a whole is a challenging reality
in the daily life of the Christian church. Our tasks
are to stay faithful to the Biblical witess to the
gospel of Jesus Christ, to listen to
all who bring their concerns and

Presbyterian governing tradition b't)’n'e.d.i.(j.[.().r' \ hurts with them, to share the hope

requires that such a change can only

happen by the action of the whole

church when each local presbytery

receives the recommendation of that Assembly ac-
tion and then votes presbytery-by-presbytery, “Yes”
or “No.”

I believe this recommendation is going to be de-
feated as the presbyteries across our country will
vote on this proposed change to our Book of Order.
This raises a major question: What ministry role
should a congregation like mine take as a part of our de-
nomination i such a time as this?

First, I believe we should take responsibility to
weigh in at the presbytery level, which is one im-
portant place for advocacy and influence. We are
now and will be a vital and active part of our Pres-
bytery of Seattle. We also need to positively express
our convictions as a part of the whole church dia-
logue. In this regard our session adopted and pub-
lished a statement of theological affirmation in Feb-
ruary 2002, titled Union in Christ, which also in-
cluded a pastoral letter.

But even more, we need to live out this affirma-
tion. As a fellowship we seek to be faithful to our
faith in the Gospel of Jesus Christ here and now,
day by day, so we model hope in the way we share
our ministry to and among all people, wherever
they are in their personal journeys. The ministry of
love toward people in Christ’s name really happens
in the local congregation. Therefore we need to be
a congregaton that is growing in grace as we grow
in age so we have something good to share.

Also we must not forget that as a fellowship of
real people in a real place we have an impact on the
whole church incrementally and concretely. We im-

in Christ that is greater than we are

¢ and is by God's grace able to inte-

grate the parts of our lives that

sometimes seem to us to be fragments. Jesus is the

Redeemer who heals brokenness and who draws us

together in his forever family. This is the central fact
that makes all the difference.

Someone asked me just this summer, “Do you
ever think about leaving the Preshyterian Church
when your General Assembly passes resolutions that
you feel are wrong headed?” I answered, “No," be-
cause the secret of the future health of our national
church is not found in a two-week meeting in San
Jose, but in each local congregation. As long as the

can be preached in a local church then the
whole church can be renewed; and, since the Gospel
can be affirmed in the local church, then why should
I leave this windy place for another windy place? |
want to stay and watch what happens when lives are
changed by Christ’s love.

I cannot think of a better place for this to happen.

EARL F. PALMER is pastor of University Church in Seat-
tle, Wash.
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