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Claire Feingold Thoryn 

October 5, 2014 

Theme: Compassion 

Homily: Kind, True, Necessary 

 

 

First Reading – Excerpt from Porch Talk by Philip Gulley, pages 16-17 

 

 I never visit [the owner of the local hardware store] Charley unless I have 

sufficient time to sit on the bench back by the cash register, drink a Coke, view the latest 

pictures of his granddaughter, and talk about pocketknives. Men wander in and out of the 

store, some adding to the coffers, others not, seeking Charley’s counsel on a plumbing or 

electrical matter. 

 I have met some hardware storeowners who lack diplomacy, who blab stories of 

home maintenance mishaps all over town. Charley is the pick of discretion, as tight-

lipped as a priest after confession. Once while I was there, a man returned three times in 

the span of an hour, a tragic figure, cursed by a home repair project that had gone south. 

 “What’s his problem?” I asked Charley after he’d left. 

 Charley pretended he hadn’t heard me and deftly changed the subject. My 

admiration for him soared.  

 […] I cannot separate Charley from his store; one without the other would seem 

incomplete, like a nut without a bolt. It’s their sum that is crucial. The hardware store is 

the community shrine and Charley its high priest with all his sacred duties—counselor, 

comforter, confessor, and friend. Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of 

home maintenance, I fear no evil, for Charley is with me; his advice and unflappability, 

they comfort me. 

 

Homily: Kind, True, Necessary 

 

We all need a Charlie in our lives, don’t we? 

 

Our Time for All Ages this morning demonstrated, in a delightfully messy way, that if we 

wish to be compassionate with others, one place to start is to take care in the way we 

speak. It is so easy to cause distress or pain with our words, and it can be hard to alleviate 

the hurt we caused.  

 

But trying to “be more compassionate when we talk” is too general, it doesn’t give us a 

place to start.  

 

So what are some guidelines, or rules  

we could try to follow,  

to be more compassionate in our speech? 

 

Not to fear, the world’s major religions have that covered. 
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Some of the most strict laws in the Hebrew Bible and New Testament are about how we 

speak.  

 

There are over 20 laws that tell us to avoid  

gossip, boasting, lying, and cursing.  

 

In Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, a small group of people who were trying to follow the 

teachings of Jesus,  

he writes,  

 

“Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, but only what is useful for building up, 

as there is need, so that your words may give grace to those who hear.” 

(Ephesians 4:25-32) 

 

Yes, from the very beginning humans have had a hard time being nice to each other— 

even in religious communities that were supposedly  

trying even harder to be nice.  

We need a lot of reminders. 

 

A few years ago, the writer AJ Jacobs tried to live for one year according to all of the 

rules of the Bible.  

 

Hopefully you are familiar with the 10 Commandments and the Golden Rule.  

If not, maybe our fifth-graders can give you a lesson from their new Bibles. 

 

AJ Jacobs tried to follow all the laws,  

hundreds of them,  

even the ones we are less familiar with, such as  

 

“Don’t eat fruit from a tree planted less than five years ago” and  

“Don’t wear clothes made of mixed fibers.”  

(That means no cotton-poly blends!)   

 

There were a few rules he just couldn’t follow,  

like “Kill magicians.”  

(So many birthday parties would have been ruined.) 

 

But in his book, he describes how the rules of speech were some of the most difficult and 

life-changing for him. 

 

He says he had to make a total switch in the topic of his conversation:  

no lying, no complaining, no gossiping.  

No sniping, snarkiness, disaparaging,  

mocking, scoffing, or scorning. 

No cursing. 

No slander, talebearing, unwholesome talk,  
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No evil tongue. 

 

He writes that this is especially difficult  

because in New York  

that is 70% of all conversation.i   

 

Right away AJ finds he is speaking less,  

and speaking slower, biting his tongue a lot more. 

 

Even so, he finds himself falling into forbidden speech again and again. 

 

I sympathize with AJ.  

This business of “right speech” is hard for me too. 

 

First, I have a potty mouth. Not in the pulpit!  

 

I realized a few years ago that it is worse than I thought. I was having a playdate with a 

minister and her kids I had never met before. She wasn’t a Unitarian Universalist 

minister, she was a Christian in a different denomination. I thought she was really cool, I 

had a friend crush on her.  

 

Early on during the playdate,  

I used the word “God” as an exclamation— 

probably saying something like, “Oh God, really?!”  

or something like that.  

 

And her kids said to me, “You shouldn’t say that.”  

I was honestly, confused.  

And they explained that I had taken the Lord’s name in vain.  

And then their mom, the minister, told me she had just,  

that Sunday,  

preached about not taking the Lord’s name in vain,  

and how it was bad to say “God” and “Jesus”  

in ways that were not reverential. 

Oops. 

Of course what happened then was that I was absolutely, 100% unable to stop  

accidentally taking the Lord’s name in vain  

the rest of the time we were together.  

 

And then when I took the Lord’s name in vain,  

I would realize my mistake, and in embarrassment,  

take the Lord’s name in vain again when I apologized.  

Again and again and again. 

 

It was mortifying!  

(I have never been invited to hang out with that minister and her kids ever again.  
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Oh well, some friendships are not meant to be.) 

 

But even aside from cursing, I would say the hardest thing to avoid is gossip.  

 

Just a few days ago I was talking with a different minister friend about some troubling 

news coming out of a local seminary. It’s dirty news, and the way people are reacting to 

it is dirty too.  

 

And even though my friend and I were expressing sympathy for everyone involved,  

even though we were taking this situation as a chance  

to reflect on the meaning of  

ministry, integrity, forgiveness, and reconciliation,  

well: let’s be honest. 

 

I was gossiping. And that is embarrassing to admit. 

 

AJ Jacobs was following so many rules  

he had to carry around a laminated cheat sheet.  

But when we think about what we say  

and how we say it,  

there is a very simple test for guiding our speech.  

 

There are three things we can ask ourselves before we speak: 

 

Is it kind? 

Is it true?   

Is it necessary? 

 

Is it kind, is it true, is it necessary.ii   

 

Those questions have been floating around for almost 200 years.  

Some people use the word “useful” or “helpful” instead of “necessary.”  

Some people change the order: 

Is it true, useful, and kind? 

 

I think these three simple rules  

bring together the purpose of a lot of the biblical laws.  

 

Maybe the question of “kind, true, necessary” was in the mind of Charlie, the hardware 

store owner in Philip Gulley’s story. Charlie doesn’t answer Philip’s gossipy request 

about what a man’s problem is. He just changes the subject. And Philip immediately feels 

even more respect for Charlie. 

 

However: the word gossip was not always a negative word. The word gossip came from  

the early English word “God-sibb.”  

A god-sibling, like a god-parent,  
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was a member of your religious community,  

someone who shared your faith.  

You were kindred in God.  

 

So the original meaning of gossip,  

literally,  

was speech within your church.iii  

I guess that makes all church talk, gossip!  

 

The poet and writer Kathleen Norris,  

known for her books on faith, says about gossip: 

 

The tales of small-town gossip are morally instructive, illustrating ways ordinary 

people survive the worst that could happen to them; or conversely, the ways in 

which self-pity, anger, and despair can overwhelm and destroy them. Gossip is 

theology translated into experience….When we gossip we are praying, not only 

for them but for ourselves.iv 

 

Now that is a nice way to think of it…not sure it is always true, but it’s a nice turnabout.  

 

Richard Lischer, a Lutheran minister and religion professor, writes of the small church he 

served in Illinois: 

 

Gossip is the community’s way of conducting moral discourse and, in an oddly 

indirect way, of forgiving old offenses. In our town all desires were known, no 

secrets were hid, and every heart was an open book.   

 

Gossip is the way people get the help they can’t ask for,  

The rebuke they didn’t want, 

the forgiveness they didn’t know they needed,  

and the love that comes despite all your faults. 

 

Some social scientists even believe that gossip from the grooming rituals of chimpanzees.  

Monkeys and apes stay in touch with each other  

through physical contact,  

but human social circles are far too big  

to keep up that practice.  

Instead of picking bugs from each other’s pelt...  

we use the power of language to do something similar.  

Nit-picking, as it were. 

 

So not all “gossip” is bad.  

 

It is kind, true, and necessary to let your minister know when you or someone you know 

is in the hospital. It is kind, true, and very helpful to share family history or town stories 



 6 

with someone who is new and hasn’t heard them. It is often true, useful, and kind to say 

“No,” for many reasons.  

 

“Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, but only what is useful for building up, 

as there is need, so that your words may give grace to those who hear.” 

 

If the three part rule of kind, true, and necessary  

is still too hard to remember, 

we can distill it even further.  

Henry James, giving advice to his nephew,  

said that these three things in human life are important: 

 

Number One, be kind. 

Number Two, be kind and 

Number Three, be kind.v 

 

May we be kind: 

In our speech 

And in our actions. 

And when we fail, 

As we will, again and again 

May we try again, with compassion our holy goal. 

Amen. 

                                                 
i A.J. Jacobs, The Year of Living Biblically: One Man’s Humble Quest to Follow the Bible as Literally as 

Possible, 99-101. 
ii From Brewer’s Famous Quotations: 

In George Seaver’s Edward Wilson of the Antartic (1963), it is stated that Wilson’s widow had 

this motto printed on her mantelshelf to remind herself to curb her sharp tongue.  In the Dorothy 

L. Sayers novel Gaudy Night (1935) it is said (with the first two queries reversed) by that arch-

quoter, Lord Peter Wimsey.  As such it bears a certain resemblance to part of the Four Way Test 

“of the things we think, say or do” that Rotarians in the US devised in 1931: “Is it truth?  Is it fair?  

Will it be beneficial to all concerned?”  The most likely origin, however, is a poem called “Three 

Gates” written in 1835 by Beth Day and said to be “after the Arabian”: 

 

If you are tempted to reveal 

A tale to you someone has told 

About another, make it pass 

Before you speak, three gates of gold. 

These narrow gates: First, “is it true?” 

Then, “is it needful?” In your mind 

Give truthful answer.  And the next 

Is last and narrowest, “Is it kind?” 

And if to reach your lips at last 

It passes through these gateways three, 

Then you may tell the tale, nor fear, 

What result of speech may be. 

 

Many others have had basic saying of “Is it kind, true, necessary” attributed to them including Ann 

Landers, Eleanor Roosevelt, and the guru Sai Baba.  However, it seems to have been in the public realm 

long before their time. 



 7 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
iii Kathleen Norris, Dakota: A Spiritual Geography, 72; and the Oxford English Dictionary 
iv Kathleen Norris, Dakota: A Spiritual Geography, 76 
v paraphrase 


