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“TO0 SOON AND TOO MUCH"

ECCLESIASTES 5:1-9
JOHN 16:12-15

WHEN TO SPEAK? HOW MUCH TO SAY? AND WHEN
TO KEEP SILENT? THESE ARE DIFFICULT LESSONS
FOR ALL OF US TO LEARN, AND EVEN MORE DIFFICULT

TO PRACTICE. USUALLY WE FIND OURSELVES SPEAKING
TOO SOON AND SAYING TOO MUCH. WE HAVE LOTS

OF ADVICE TO GIVE.

SOMEWHERE ALONG THE WAY, JESUS LEARNED WHEN
TO SPEAK AND WHEN TO KEEP SILENT. NO DOUBT
HE KNEW WHAT THE WRITER OF THE BOOK OF
ECCLESIASTES HAD ADVISED--"THERE IS A TIME
TO KEEP SILENCE AND A TIME TO SPEAK.” JESUS
ALSO KNEW WHEN HE HAD SAID ENOUGH.,

IN THE PASSAGE READ EARLIER FROM THE GOSPEL

OF JOHN, JESUS TOLD HIS DISCIPLES, "I HAVE

YET MANY THINGS TO SAY TO YOU, BUT YOU CANNOT
BEAR THEM NOW.” HE MADE THIS REVEALING STATEMENT
TO THEM NEAR THE END OF WHAT BIBLICAL SCHOLARS
CALL “HIS FAREWELL DISCOURSES.”

THERE WERE SOME THINGS THE DISCIPLES WERE
NOT READY TO HEAR AND THERE ARE SOME THINGS



WE ARE NOT READY TO HEAR AND SOME THINGS

THAT OTHERS ARE NOT READY TO HEAR EVEN THOUGH
WE WANT TO TELL THEM. WE CAN SPEAK TOO SOON
AND SAY TOO MUCH.

IN ANOTHER INCIDENT RECORDED IN THE GOSPEL
OF JOHN, A WOMAN HAD BEEN BROUGHT TO JESUS
BY THE SCRIBES AND PHARISEES, BECAUSE SHE
HAD BEEN CAUGHT IN ADULTERY. THEY WANTED

TO TEST JESUS, SO THEY ASKED, "“TEACHER, THIS
WOMAN HAS BEEN CAUGHT IN THE ACT OF ADULTERY.,

NOow IN THE LAW, MOSES COMMANDED US TO STONE
SUCH . WHAT DO YOU SAY AROUT HER?Y

JESUS DID NOT ANSWER THEM IMMEDIATELY.
RATHER, THE BIBLE REPORTS THAT HE BENT DOWN
AND WROTE WITH HIS FINGER ON THE GROUND.,
THEN AFTER WHAT MUST'VE SEEMED LIKE A LONG
PERIOD OF SILENCE, AND AFTER THEY HAD ASKED

HIM AGAIN WHAT HE THOUGHT ABOUT THE CASE.
HE FINALLY STOOD UP, LOOKED THEM STRAIGHT

IN THE EYE AND SAID, "LET HIM WHO IS WITHOUT
SIN AMONG YOU BE THE FIRST TO THROW A STONE
AT HER.” AND ONCE MORE HE BENT DOWN AND
WROTE WITH HIS FINGER ON THE GROUND, SILENCE!
BUT WHEN THEY HEARD WHAT HE HAD TO SAY--

THEY WENT AWAY ONE BY ONE AND JESUS WAS LEFT
ALONE WITH THE WOMAN STANDING BEFORE HIM,

ONLY THEN DID HE SPEAK AGAIN. AND HE SPOKE
GENTLY AND ASKED, "WHERE ARE THEY? HAS NO
ONE CONDEMNED You?” NO DOUBT THERE WERE

A LOT OF THINGS JESUS COULD’VE SAID TO THE




WOMAN AT THIS POINT, BUT AS WAS THE CASE

WITH HIS DISCIPLES--HE KNEW SHE COULD NOT
BEAR IT NOW--SO ALL HE SAID WAS., “NEITHER
DO I CONDEMN YOU--GO AND DO NOT SIN AGAIN.”

“1 HAVE YET MANY THINGS TO SAY TO YOU, BUT
YOU CANNOT BEAR THEM NOW."” LET'S LOOK MORE
CAREFULLY THIS MORNING AT THE WIDSOM OF
JESUS’ STATEMENT SO THAT WE DO NOT SPEAK
TOO SOON AND SAY TOO MUCH., WE WANT TO LOOK
ALSO AT THE WISDOM OF SILENCE AS A CONTRAST

TO SPEAKING AND WHAT THIS CAN MEAN--NOT ONLY
IN OUR DAY-TO-DAY RELATIONSHIPS WITH ONE

ANOTHER, BUT IN OUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GoD.

WHAT DID JESUS MEAN WHEN HE SAID THAT HIS
DISCIPLES COULD NOT BEAR SOME OF WHAT HE
HAD TO SAY, IF HE SAID IT THEN?

HE KNEW THAT WORDS SPOKEN AT THE WRONG TIME,
BEFORE PEOPLE ARE READY FOR THEM ARE MORE
EASILY NOT HEARD AT ALL OR ARE MISUNDERSTOOD,
OR WORSE, STILL PLACE A HEAVY BURDEN ON PEOPLE
WHICH THEY ARE NOT CAPABLE OF CARRYING--

AND THUS WITH OUR SPEAKING, WE CAN DO MORE
HARM THAN GOOD, WAITING FOR THE RIGHT TIME

TO SPEAK IS WAITING FOR THE "“TEACHABLE
MOMENT, "

A POOR TEACHER, FOR EXAMPLE, MIGHT OVERWHELM
US WITH AN AVALANCHE OF FACTS WHICH WE CANNOT
AS YET ASSIMILATE, OR FOR WHICH THERE HAS




BEEN NO PREPARATION,

NO DOUBT THIS IS WHAT JESUS HAD IN MIND WHEN

HE SAID, “I HAVE YET MANY THINGS TO SAY TO

YOU, BUT YOU CANNOT BEAR THEM NOW."” PATIENTLY,
AND MODERATING HIS PACE TO THEIRS, JESUS

LEADS HIS DISCIPLES ON BIT BY BIT, HERE A
LITTLE AND THERE A LITTLE, AS THEY ARE ABLE

TO FOLLOW,

THE CHRISTIAN LIFE EVEN NOW IS SOMETHING

LIKE THAT., IT IS FREQUENTLY A GRADUAL GROWTH
AND TRAINING: A WADING DEEPER AND DEEPER

INTO THE TRUTH., T0O WALK WITH CHRIST MEANS
THAT EVERY TURN ON THE WAY OPENS UP NEW VIEWS
AND VISTAS TO US, AND WE ASSIMILATE THEM

AND GROW AND MATURE. TO BE BORN AGAIN IS
ONLY A BEGINNING, ONE NEEDS TO CONTINUE

TO GROW AND SEEK NEW TRUTH.

[N OUR DAY-=TO-DAY RELATIONSHIPS WITH EACH
OTHER, IT'S SO EASY FOR US TO SPEAK TOO SOON
AND SAY TOO MUCH., AS I LOOK BACK, I’'M SURE
THAT AS A PARENT AS MY CHILDREN WERE GROWING
UP, I FREQUENTLY SPOKE TOO SOON, THAT IS,

HAD QUICK ADVICE TO GIVE AND THEN TOO MUCH
ADVICE AS WELL, MOST OF THE TIME MY CHILDREN
WERE NOT ASKING FOR ADVICE, BUT FOR
UNDERSTANDING,

NOW AS A GRANDPARENT, I KNOW IT'S ESPECIALLY
IMPORTANT THAT I NOT SPEAK TOO SOON AND GIVE
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ADVICE TO MY DAUGHTER AND SON-IN-LAW. AGAIN,

WHAT THEY NEED IS NOT ADVICE, BUT UNDERSTANDING,
I NEED TO REMEMBER THE WORDS OF JESUS, I

HAVE YET MANY THINGS TO SAY TO YOU, BUT YOU
CANNOT BEAR THEM NOW.” WHAT I HAVE TO SAY

MAY BE VALUABLE IN MY ESTIMATION, BUT THOSE

TO WHOM IT IS DIRECTED CANNOT BEAR IT NOW.

RECENTLY I CAME ACROSS THIS SUGGESTION ABOUT
WHEN TO SPEAK AND WHEN TO KEEP SILENT 1IN
OUR HUMAN RELATIONSHIPS. BEFORE YOU SPEAK,

ASK YOURSELF: (1) Do I REALLY HAVE SOMETHING

To SAY? (2) DOES ANYONE WISH TO HEAR IT?
(3) IS THIS THE RIGHT TIME TO SAY IT? IF

THE ANSWER TO EVEN ONE OF THESE QUESTIONS
IS “No," KEEP SILENT. THE POINT OF THIS
EXERCISE IS TO COMBAT THE SELF-CENTERED HABIT
OF INFLICTING STORIES OR OPINIONS ON PEOPLE
WHO OFTEN AREN'T INTERESTED IN HEARING THEM,
AND THEN UNCONSCIOUSLY SPEEDING UP THE
DISCOURSE IN AN ATTEMPT TO FINISH IN THE

FACE OF THEIR GROWING BOREDOM, "BUT PEOPLE
ARE USUALLY INTERESTED IN WHAT I HAVE TO
SAY,"” YOU MIGHT ARGUE. I CAN ONLY SUGGEST
THAT THE NEXT TIME YOU FIND YOURSELF RELATING
SOME INCIDENT THAT SEEMS TO YOU INTERESTING
OR IMPORTANT, YOU EXCUSE YOURSELF TO GO TO
THE BATHROOM BEFORE COMING TO THE POINT.

THEN WHEN YOU RETURN, KEEP SILENT AND SEE
WHETHER ANYONE ASKS YOU TO PICK UP WHERE
YOU HAD LEFT oFF. (DON'T BE ANGRY IF NO

ONE DOES. )

THIS MATTER OF WHEN TO SPEAK AND WHEN TO
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KEEP SILENT RELATES TO US ON A DEEPER LEVEL,

RECENTLY I CAME ACROSS A METAPHOR WHICH

HELPED ME UNDERSTAND THE RELATIONSHIP OF

SILENCE TO SPEAKING., THE METAPHOR IS THAT

OF A SHADOW. ANNE DILLARD, IN HER BOOK,
"PILGRIM AT TINKER CREEK.,” TELLS THE STORY

OF AN EARLY CATARACT SURGERY, SAYING THAT

FORM, DISTANCE AND SIZE WERE SO MANY MEANINGLESS
SYLLABLES FOR THE NEWLY SIGHTED,

"WHEN A NEWLY SIGHTED GIRL SAW PHOTOGRAPHS

AND PAINTINGS, SHE ASKED, ‘WHY DO THEY PUT
THOSE DARK MARKS ALL OVER THEM?! 'THOSE

AREN’'T DARK MARKS,’ SAID HER MOTHER, ’'THOSE
ARE SHADOWS.’ THAT IS ONE OF THE WAYS THE
EYE KNOWS THAT THINGS HAVE SHAPE. IF IT
WERE NOT FOR SHADOWS MANY THINGS WOULD LOOK
FLAT.”

IN -MUCH THE SAME WAY AS SHADOW PROVIDES
SHAPE, SILENCE OFFERS DIMENSION AND DEPTH

TO WORDS. WORDS BECOME REAL WHEN THEY ARE
BORDERED BY SILENCE. PERIODS OF SILENCE
PROVIDE SHADOWS AND OUTLINES WHICH GIVE OUR
WORDS PERSPECTIVE AND DEPTH. JESUS USED
SILENCE IN THIS WAY WHEN RESPONDING TO THOSE
WHO ASKED HIM WHAT SHOULD BE DONE WITH THE
WOMAN CAUGHT IN ADULTERY,

THERE ARE TIMES WHEN NOT SPEAKING, WHEN

SILENCE CAN COMMUNICATE MORE THAN ANY WORDS
WE MIGHT USE. WHEN TO SPEAK AND WHEN TO
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KEEP SILENT--THAT'’S NOT ALWAYS EASY TO LEARN
OR TO PUT INTO PRACTICE.

A YOUNG MINISTER WROTE ABOUT THIS. IN HIS
SECOND YEAR OF MINISTRY AT HIS FIRST CHURCH,
THE ORGANIST, A WOMAN NAMED JOSELYN BECAME
ILL. NOT LONG AFTER, IT WAS DIAGNOSED AS
CANCER. A FEW MONTHS LATER THE CANCER HAD
METASTASIZED DRAMATICALLY., SOON SHE WAS
DYING., SHE WAS FORTY-SEVEN YEARS OLD,

DURING THESE MONTHS, THE YOUNG MINISTER
REGULARLY VISITED HER IN THE HOSPITAL. HE

DIDN'T KNOW WHAT TO SAY, NOR DID HE UNDERSTAND
WHAT HE HAD THE RIGHT TO SAY. HE WORE OUT

THE PSALMS. PSALMS WERE SAFE. HE PRAYED
OFTEN THAT GOD'S WILL BE DONE, SCARED TO
SPECULATE WHAT GOD'’S WILL MIGHT BE,

ONE DAY WHEN SHE AWOKE FROM SURGERY, HE
DETERMINED TO BE CHEERFUL, TO ENLIVEN HER

AND TO AVOID THE SPECTRE THAT UNSETTLED HIM--
HER IMPENDING DEATH. HE CHATTERED, HE SPOKE
BRIGHTLY OF THE SUMMER OUTSIDE, AND VIGOROUSLY
OF THE TENNIS HE HAD PLAYED THAT MORNING,
SWEETLY OF THE FLOWERS, HOPEFULLY OF THE

DAY WHEN SHE WOULD SIT AGAIN AT THE ORGAN,
READING MUSIC DURING HIS SERMON,

BUuT JOSELYN ROLLED A BLACK EYE HIS WAY. SHE
RAISED ONE BONY FINGER TO HIS FACE. AND
SHE SAID, “SHUT up!”



THE MINISTER SAID LATER, “GOD HELP

[ LEARNED SO SLowWLY, BuT Gop IN J
TAUGHT ME AN UNUTTERABLE PATIENCE.
HAD THOUGHT TO GIVE HER THE WORLD
NOT HAVE, WAS IN FACT TAKING AWAY
WORLD SHE DID HAVE. I HAD BEEN CA
HER SERIOUS, NOBLE, FAITHFUL AND D

DANCE WITH DEATH. I SHUT up. I L

HE KEPT VISITING HER. HE EARNED H
CITIZENSHIP. AND THEN THE AUTUMN

INTO WINTER; AND JOSELYN BECAME NO
BONES: HER RICH SKIN TURNED ASHVY:

FILLED THE ROOM WITH A CLOSE ODOR
THERE AFTER HAS MEANT DYING TO HIS
AND THE DAY CAME WHEN HE HAD NOTHI
ABSOLUTELY NOTHING TO SAY TO JOSEL

HE ENTERED HER ROOM AT NOON, SAYIN
HE SAT BESIDE HER THROUGH THE AFTE
UNTIL THE SUN HAD SLANTED INTO DAR
SAYING NOTHING, SHE LAY AWAKE, HE
PAPER THIN AND DROOPING, WATCHFUL
NEITHER OF THEM SAYING ANYTHING.
TOOK THEM AND NO ARTIFICAL LIGHT W
WHEN THE SUN WENT OUT.; BUT WITH TH
CAME THE HOLY SPIRIT. FOR THE WOR
FINALLY SAID WERE NOT HIS OWN,

HE TURNED TO JOSELYN, HE OPENED H
AND SPOKE AS A PASTOR. HE SPOKE T
A HUMAN, HE SAID, "I LOVE You,”

ME! -~
OSELYN
[, WHO
SHE DID
THE ONLY
NCELING
IGNIFIED
EARNED, "

IS
WHITENED

MORE THAN
HER BREATH

WHICH EVER
NOSTRILS.
NG,

YN,

G NOTHING.,
RNOON,
KNESS,

R EYELIDS
EYES--

THE EVENING
ENT ON

E EVENING

DS HE

IS MOUTH
00, AS



—

AND JOSELYN WIDENED HER EBONY EYE. AND THAT

LADY, SHE PUT OUT HER ARMS, AS A PARISHIONER,
I SUPPOSE; AS A WOMAN, TO BE SURE. SHE HUGGED
HIM, AND HE HUGGED THOSE DYING BONES. SHE
WHISPERED, “I LOVE YOU T00."

AND THAT WAS ALL THEY SAID. AND THAT WAS
ALL THAT NEEDED TO BE SAID! AND SHE DIED,

AS I READ THIS STORY, I REMEMBERED IN ONE

OF MY FIRST PARISHES A SIMILAR, BUT DIFFERENT

SITUATION, I HAD JUST RETURNED FROM A LONG
TRIP AND WAS MET AT THE AIRPORT BY THE STUDENT

MINISTER WHO HAD BEEN WORKING WITH ME. HE
SAID THAT [ NEEDED TO GO IMMEDIATELY TO THE
HOSPITAL BECAUSE A LONG-TIME PARISHIONER

WITH WHOM I WAS VERY CLOSE WAS NEAR DEATH

AND HIS WIFE NEEDED ME, WHEN I ARRIVED AT
THE HOSPITAL, HER HUSBAND WAS IN A COMA,

AND WITHIN A HALF HOUR AFTER I ARRIVED, DIED.
[ DIDN'T KNOW WHAT TO SAY-~NO WORDS SEEMED
ADEQUATE., [ PUT MY ARMS AROUND HER SHOULDERS
AND WE CRIED TOGETHER IN SILENCE. AFTER
A TIME, ONLY A FEW WORDS WERE NECESSARY AND
WE WERE BOTH COMFORTED.,

WHEN TO BE SILENT? WHEN TO SPEAK? AND THEN
WHAT WORDS TO SAY? IT’S NOT ALWAYS EASY
TO KNOW, OFTEN TIMES IT’S BETTER TO WAIT

THAN TO SPEAK TOO SOON. WE CAN MINISTER
TO OTHERS IN SILENCE WITH OUR PRESENCE.,
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AND THIS LEADS US STILL DEEPER. IN THE

SILENCE BEFORE AND AFTER THE WORDS, WE CAN
KNOW AND BECOME MORE AWARE OF THE PRESENCE
AND LOVE OF (OD.

THE PSALMIST WROTE: “BE STILL AND KNOW THAT
[ AM Gop.” (PsSALM 46:10) SOMETIMES WE SPEAK
TOO SOON AND SAY TOO MUCH AND IN THE PROCESS
BLOCK OUT WITH OUR WORDS ANY AWARENESS OF
THE PRESENCE OF GOD OR ANY AWARENESS OF THE
PROBLEMS OF OTHERS. WE CONFUSE WORDS WITH

PRAYER. IT IS IN STILLNESS, IN SILENCE,
THAT WE ARE (ARE OFTEN MOST) RECEPTIVE TO

THE MOVEMENT OF (GOD.

WHEN ELIJAH, THE PROPHET, RAN IN FEAR AND
HID IN A CAVE--HE DISCOVERED THAT (GOD WAS
NOT IN THE WIND THAT BROKE THE ROCKS IN
PIECES; GOD WAS NOT IN THE EARTHQUAKE WHICH
SHOOK THE MOUNTAINS; GOD WAS NOT IN THE FIRE;
BUT AFTER ALL THIS, A GREAT STILLNESS--AND
THEN ELIJAH EXPERIENCED THE PRESENCE OF (GOD

AS HE HAD NEVER EXPERIENCED IT BEFORE. DO

NOT BE AFRAID OF SILENCE, OF STILLNESS., Do
NOT BE AFRAID OF EMPTINESS. HERE WE ENCOUNTER
GoD. HERE GoD FILLS uUs., “I HAVE YET MANY
THINGS TO SAY TO YOU, BUT YOU CANNOT BEAR
THEM Now."” AMEN.,




