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Flannery O’Connor, one of my favorite fiction writers, and a devout Roman Catholic, 

said that while angels express the mind of God, the body of God issues from the world of things. 

Flannery’s thing was words. Flannery expressed the universal through the colloquial. The heart 

of God rises from dialog without name or recognition.  

How about this: “Parker’s wife was sitting on the front porch, snapping beans. Parker was 

sitting on the step some distance away, watching her sullenly. She was plain, plain. The skin on 

her face was thin and drawn as tight as the skin on an onion and her eyes were gray and sharp 

like the points of two icepicks.” 

Words are sacramental, heavenly manna in earthen vessels. As Luther reminds us, 

sacraments can be profaned. So, be careful with words. In other words, Parker, don’t speak 

your mind!  

Words carefully spoken can grace us with possibility where scant opportunity once 

existed. Words rightly spoken untie minds, spirits, and relations that are as knotted as the first 

fishing line I tried to cast. Words gently or generously spoken can create light where darkness 

reigns. 

Words wrongly spoken extinguish hope. Words ill spoken entangle the mind, spirit, and 

relations. Unbridled words effect abuse and ignite conflict. 

To grasp anew the sacramentality of the spoken word, we need only remember the 

spoken word’s significance in our own histories. 

As a young boy, I often heard over the course of a run on sentence that I must work hard 

to be successful and that I was stupid. I still wrestle to free myself from that double bind. 

I had a good friend who incessantly heard that he should love his mother while his 

attempts to love her were routinely discounted. He closed in on himself after years of trying to 

resolve the relational riddle. 

I remember how one blurred word and motion by President Trump, mocking a disabled 

reporter, still makes me nauseated: Ah…  

In last week’s sermon, I mentioned the yellow sign the Farmington Lions Club is 

distributing, which shows up on more and more lawns. The message: Be Kind. I’d love to stake 

one on Mar-a-Lago’s front lawn.  

I remember Mrs. Gagstatter, my third-grade teacher, who shows up every now and then 

as a figurative hand on my shoulder. She demanded a lot and spoke directly and often to me 

about my capabilities, worthiness, and spiritedness. 

As I visit with those who come to sit with me as priest, spiritual director, or counselor, I 

remain surprised, after all these years, that a simple acknowledgment of their obvious 

preciousness and clear possibility redeems stuck and stolid spirits. 

I know how a simple, I’m sorry, softens hurt hearts. I know that when I have enough 

restraint not to utter words of rebuke, self-righteousness, explanation, or defense, I am better able 

to lift the needle off the scratched record of breached relation. 

And what about our written words. I regret an email I sent last week. How many emails 

do you wish you had not sent? 
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The first chapter of Luke testifies to the sacramental power of words. Word and deed are 

inseparably linked. 

Mary hears Gabriel’s announcement of the unimaginable: “Hail, O favored one, the Lord 

is with you! You will bear a son and you shall call his name Jesus.” Gabriel’s words inflame  

Mary’s will enough for her embrace revelation: “Behold, I am the handmaiden of the Lord; let it 

be according to your word.”  

Gabriel reveals that Mary’s kinswoman, Elizabeth, is also pregnant. Mary rushes through 

the hill country, pregnant with great news, to the city of Judah to Elizabeth’s home. After Mary 

greets Elizabeth, the babe leapt in Elizabeth’s womb. Elizabeth exclaimed, “Blessed are you 

among women and blessed is the fruit of your womb.”  

Elizabeth’s blessing of Mary incites irrepressible joy: “My soul magnifies the Lord, and 

my spirit rejoices in God my Savior.” 

The first chapter of Luke is less about Mary being magically seeded by the Holy Spirit. It 

is more about Mary becoming full of God as a holy narrative unfolds from Nazareth to the city 

of Judah, towards Bethlehem. 

The wonder of the first Christmas is that narration was occurrence. Word cultivated 

event. The Word became flesh. 

When we, like Gabriel, announce to those who are disregarded, of low estate, forgotten 

and despairing, that they are no less than the mother of God, they, like Mary, have a better 

chance to trust love.  

When a friendly voice conveys, in indirect and tender ways, that we are bearers of heaven 

no less, our sometimes overlooked, cast aside, and hopeless selves start to rebound.  

When we, like Mary, greet neighbor with unconstrained joy, our salutation is as 

infectious to them as it was for Elizabeth. We know how gratifying it is to receive the gift of joy. 

Joy is one of the most unguarded gifts. Joy hungers for a witness. 

When we, like Elizabeth, bless others’ merit and significance with gratitude and praise, 

their spirits are apt to break forth in song, as Mary’s did. We know how our spirits sing when we 

are acknowledged and thanked. 

We never outgrow our desire for the Word beyond us to be addressed to us.  

As we create sacramental words for close relations in the spirit of Gabriel, Mary, and 

Elizabeth, we are equipped and empowered to speak similarly in and to the wider network of our 

relations.  

You probably heard that I recently started to serve as chaplain at Franklin Memorial 

Hospital in Farmington each Monday and Tuesday morning.  

I particularly enjoy visiting the chemotherapy infusion room. There are 8 chairs lined 

against the wall, forming something of a square circle of folks. I slide my stool with wheels to 

the center of the room to say hello. We shoot the breeze for a bit. After a while, I slide over to 

different chairs to have quieter conversations.  

The room is hallowed by sacramental words. When vulnerability meets vulnerability, the 

words that emerge are impregnated with light and love and joy. I call empathically saturated 

conversation the sacrament of shared sorrow.  

What if we at St. Mark’s prayerfully considered our personal and public exchanges to be 

nothing less than sacramental? I imagine fewer of our conversations would be profaned. 

Christmas is near at hand. Always. When our words lead us towards Bethlehem by way 

of Nazareth and Judah, we have a better chance of arriving more pregnant than not with God. 

Amen. 


