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I can speak 6½ languages.  That is, I speak 6½ languages badly.  Well, I speak English 

good (!).  The other 5½ – not so good.  
  

When I was in seventh grade, I started taking French.  And I pretty much hated French.  

We were taught French through the “dialogue” method.  In addition to our French 

textbook, we were given – this is so dated! – a set of 45 records we were assigned to 

“ecouter et repeter” – listen & repeat.  A half century later, I can still recite some of these 

dialogues: 

La Bibliotheque 

Dis donc, ou est la bibliotheque? 

C’est tout droit.  Tu y vas tout suite? 

Oui.  Il faut que j’aille chercher un livre. 

J’y vais aussi. Je te garde une place. 
 

I took French for another two years in high school, but I dropped it after my junior year.  

The result was I didn’t score high enough on my French achievement test, so I had to take 

one more semester of French my freshman year of college.   
 

Becky also took French (she had to take two semesters of French at college – just saying) 

and Becky has a beautiful French accent.  So, when we’ve traveled to France, this is how 

we manage: I construct the question we need to ask – because I’m pretty good at 

grammar – and then Becky, in her lovely accent, asks the question.  And because my 

grammar is good and Becky’s accent is beautiful, the person always fires right back at us 

in French.  And we have no idea what they’re saying! 
  

My third language is Spanish.  I learned Spanish because I was an AFS exchange student 

the summer following my junior year in high school, spending two months with a family 

in Chile.  AFS doesn’t care what language you study in school – they figure that part of 

the exchange student experience is “full immersion” into a new language.   
 

Well, it was a tough first three weeks in Chile.  Spanish is a pretty easy language to pick 

up, but it wears you down when, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, everyone is talking at 

you in a foreign language.  I remember one Saturday being at a party, and one kid made 

the kind effort of trying to engage me in conversation.  We started talking about rock and 

roll – because that’s the universal language of teenagers – and he kept asking me if I 
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liked a particular English band.  But I couldn’t understand the name of the band – he kept 

saying, “Dep Bopple” over and over again.  Finally, someone brought out the album 

cover – “Deep Purple” (¡Humo en el agua!).  By the end of my time in Chile, I was pretty 

fluent in basic conversational Spanish.   
 

My fourth language is Greek.  Learning Greek is a requirement to be ordained as a 

Presbyterian pastor.  I liked Greek – it was less like learning a language and more like 

solving a math problem.  And there was no expectation to have to speak Greek or to 

understand spoken Greek – it was simply a question of learning how to read it.  I’ll never 

forget my first day of Greek class, when Professor Edwards taught us the Greek alphabet 

to the tune of “Onward, Christian Soldiers”. 
 

My fifth language is Hebrew.  To be ordained a Presbyterian minister, you have to learn 

both Greek and Hebrew. (We’re the only denomination that requires both languages, 

which is a point of insufferable pride amongst Presbyterians when we’re around lesser 

clergy).  I learned Hebrew at Fuller Seminary, which believed in “full immersion” 

language learning.  That is, instead of taking Hebrew as one of four courses over three 

quarters, for one quarter all I took was Hebrew.  Monday through Friday, 9:00am to 

2:00pm – nothing but Hebrew.  Let’s put it this way – the lessons moved really fast!  In 

fact, I was behind the eight ball from Day One because (I must have missed this memo) 

at the first meeting of the first class, the instructor assumed we already knew the Hebrew 

alphabet.  Everyone thinks the hardest part about Hebrew is that you read it backwards, 

from right to left.  No – the hardest part about Hebrew is learning the letters:   . ט ם מ ס פ

“Full immersion” didn’t work well for me.  In fact, one of the only Hebrew words I still 

know is the word ochel, which is Hebrew for “tent”, like the Sinai tabernacle.  The reason 

is I still remember ochel is because it’s Becky’s reply to the suggestion, “Let’s go 

camping!” 
 

When I got my Ph.D., I had to learn German – language number six.  Maybe I shouldn’t 

have decided to study two German-speaking theologians!  Oxford University wasn’t set 

up to teach foreign languages to graduate students, so I spent a month in Boppard, 

Germany at a Goethe Institut.  I can’t say it was all that helpful, but I did teach my class 

the hand motions for the song: “Mein hut er hat drei ecken.”  In the end, I was the owner 

of a brutally well-thumbed German-English dictionary. 
 

Finally, Latin – that’s my half-language.  I never studied Latin, but you can’t study 

theology at the graduate level and not pick up more than a few Latin phrases: ex opera 

operato, simul iustus et peccator, finitum non capax infiniti. 
 

Many years ago, Becky and I took a vacation to Switzerland – this was before I learned 

German.  Everyone knows that the Swiss are fluent in German and French, but we were 

staying on the southern border of the Alps next to Italy.  We checked into our hotel room 
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and discovered there were no towels.  Being the confident multi-linguist that I am, I 

strode out into the hallway to find a maid.  Finding one,  

I asked, “Do you speak English?”   

To which she replied, “Nein, sprechen zie Deutsche?”   

To which I replied, “Non, parlez-vous francais?”   

To which she replied, “No, parli italiano?   

To which I replied, “No, hablas espanol?”   

In the end, sign language saved the day. 
 

You see, here’s my theory – if you x-rayed my brain, you would find an area that’s 

designated “foreign words”.  It’s where my mind stores all the foreign words I know – 

French, Spanish, German, Greek, ochel, ex opere operato – they’re just all kind of 

jumbled up together in one place in my head.  Here’s why I know this is the case.  Many 

years ago, Becky and I took our whole family to France.  It was day four, and myself, my 

son Brian, and my youngest daughter Emily were getting a little tired of French culture.  

So, while Becky and my other daughter Carolyn took off to see – I don’t know, another 

museum? – I promised Brian and Emily that I would take them to get lunch at 

McDonalds.  So, I took their orders, stepped up to the counter, and in my very best 

French ordered two Big Macs and a Happy Meal.  And the person behind the counter 

smiled, appreciating the effort of the tourist – and replied in German!  It’s just a bunch of 

foreign words all jumbled together.  
 

*   *   * 
  

English, French, Spanish, Greek, Hebrew, German, and Latin.  Human language is an 

amazing thing.  It’s one of the things that distinguishes us from animals.  Sure, animals 

can communicate.  But only humans have language.  Because language is a miracle – it’s 

part of our being created in God’s image.   
  

It’s language that enables us to describe and understand and navigate our world with such 

incredible detail.  But language truly becomes a miracle when we use words to reveal 

ourselves to each other.  We use words to describe our hidden thoughts, our deepest 

feelings, our troubling fears, our firmest convictions.  That’s when language truly 

becomes a gift – when words reveal our inner selves, our intimate selves. 
  

That’s why language is at the heart of love.  How can you fall in love with a person 

without words – talking with her, listening to her, learning about her as she opens up and 

reveals who she is inside?  That’s what falling in love is all about – revealing ourselves to 

each other, using words as vessels of meaning and connection and feeling. 
  

If someone asked one of you, “Tell me about Becky Hart”, most of you could say a lot of 

things, and you probably could describe her pretty accurately.  But however accurate you 

were, your description would fall so far short of how I can describe Becky.  Because 
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Becky has shared her words with me, words that reveal who she is and who she 

understands herself to be and who she wants to become – who she is deep down, at the 

core of her being.  Self-revealing words. 
 

*   *   * 
  

The Gospel of John, chapter one: 
 

In the beginning the Word already existed. 

    The Word was with God, 

    and the Word was God. … 

The Word gave life to everything that was created,  

    and his life brought light to all things. … 

And the Word became human and made his home among us. He was full of unfailing love 

and faithfulness.  And we have seen his glory, the glory of the Father’s one and only Son. 

… No one has ever seen God. But the only begotten, who is himself God, who is near to the 

Father’s heart–he has revealed God to us. 
  

When John chooses language to describe who Jesus is, he immediately doubles back to 

language, describing the essence of Jesus like this: Jesus is the Word.  The Word.  A unit 

of speech.  A means of communication.  The building block of language. 

• A word is the way we communicate with each other 

• A word is the means by which we connect with each other 

• A word is how we reveal ourselves to each another 

• The right word can capture our essence. 
 

Throughout the Bible, God uses words.  God speaks creation into being by saying, “Let 

there be light” (Gen 1:3).  God creates a people for Himself by calling Abraham (Gen 

12:1).  God unveils His will for human life by utttering – not the ten commandments, but 

literally the “ten words” (Ex 20:1).  And at his baptism and transfiguration, God speaks 

from heaven to commend Jesus, “This is my Son, the Beloved.”   
  

But John presses further.  God not only speaks words, God not only addresses us with 

words, God not only gives us words to live by: God became a Word – a living Word, a 

revealing Word – in Jesus Christ.   
 

You see, the Bible is full of words about God, and the Bible is full of God words to us.  

But what if there were a word – a word not about God, but a word directly from God, 

where God opens his heart and reveals His essence to us? 
 

*   *   * 
 

Frederick Buechner: 
 

   The Hebrew term dabar means both “word” and “deed”.  Thus to say something is to do 

something.  I love you.  I hate you.  I forgive you.  I am afraid.  Who knows what such words 

do, but whatever it is, it can never be undone.  Something that lay hidden in the heart is 
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irrevocably released through speech into time, is given substance and tossed like a stone into 

the pool of history, where the concentric rings lap out endlessly. 

   Words are power, essentially the power of creation.  By my words I both discover and 

create who I am.  By my words I elicit a word from you.  Through our converse, we create 

each other. 

   When God said, “Let there be light,” there was light where before there was only darkness.  

When I say I love you, there is love where before there was only ambiguous silence.  In a 

sense I do not love you first and then speak it, but only by speaking it give it reality. 

   “In the beginning was the Word,” says John … “The Word was with God, and the Word 

was God.”  But uttering himself, God makes himself heard and makes himself hearers. 

   God never seems to weary of trying to get himself across.  Word after word he tries in 

search of the right word.  When the Creation itself doesn’t seem to say it right – sun, moon, 

stars, all of it – he tries flesh and blood. 

   [He tried saying it to Noah and Abraham and Moses and David and even John the Baptist, 

and it might almost have worked except it lacked something crucial.] 

   So, God tried once more.  Jesus as le mot juste [la palabra perfecta, das richtiges Wort – 

Jesus as the right word] of God. 

   “The Word became flesh,” John said. … … Jesus as Word-made-flesh means …: in this 

life, death, life, God finally manages to say what God is and what we are.  Jesus as Word 

means: just as your words have you in them – your breath, spirit, power – so Jesus has God 

in him.1 
 

AMEN 
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