
1 
 

Deadline or Due Date? 

Delivered to Olympic UU Fellowship by Joseph Bednarik on April 24, 2022 

 

“The limits of my language mean the limits of my world.”  

This is one of the most quoted sentences from twentieth-century philosophy, from Ludwig 

Wittgenstein’s masterpiece, Tractus Logico-Philosophicus. 

It is a profound idea that suggests that the world is bounded by language, and not a general 

“language” or general “world,” but specific to my language and my world.  

Here is the quote again: 

“The limits of my language mean the limits of my world.”  

If you take this quote at its word—no pun intended—if you want to expand your world, then 

expand your language. More precisely, your languages. And languages abound:   

➢ Nearly 7000 languages have existed on planet earth, with distinct words and sounds and 

grammars; 

➢ There is, of course, the language of your mother tongue—the language you grew up 

within, the language you think and dream in;  

➢ you may have a second or third language and experience their attendant grammars and 

thought structures;  

➢ there are the languages of mathematics, of logic, of symbols and codes;  

➢ the languages of music and dance, poetry and painting; sculpture and song; 

➢ the languages tenderness and touch; 

➢ the languages of myth and story and religion; 

➢ the languages of meditation and mysticism, which move beyond the bounds of language 

proper, to experience—viscerally, soulfully—the universal, the One. 

There is an abundance of languages.  

And just for fun, let’s share the first and last sentences from Wittgenstein’s Tractatus: 

The book begins with these nine words: “The world is all that is the case.” 

The book literally ends with the word “silence”: “What we cannot speak about we must consign 

to silence.” 

So later today, when you’re chatting with your neighbor and they ask what you talked about at 

church this morning, you can say, “Ah, well, we talked about Wittengstein’s Tractatus, you 

know, ‘The world is all that is the case,’ and all that follows from that…” 

Thank you, Ludwig. 
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Moving about a zillion kilometers from the Tractatus, I want to share something with you this 

morning. This is my favorite cookie jar in the entire world:  A clear glass cookie jar filled with 

Scabble letters. 

[show cookie jar of Scrabble letters] 

Hundreds and hundreds of Scrabble letters. 

I have a deep sense that most everyone here this morning is longing to dip their hand into this 

cookie jar and feel all those letters around your hand. 

What is amazing about this cookie jar of letters is that every English word you have ever said or 

sung, thought or written or dreamed, could be spelled out using these letters.  

In fact, this jar could radically shrink in size to contain just twenty-six letters. 

These letters. 

Every thought you’ve ever had—in English—could be represented by these letters. All of 

Shakespeare. The entirety of the Bible. The Tractatus, for that matter.  

The point here is that very small things—six vowels and twenty consonants—can become very 

large things. It is also the case that small changes can make big impacts on our conceptions of 

the world, how we frame the world, and the kind of world we can create with and for others. 

For example, word choices can have a profound impact on how we perceive a thing.  

One story I love is that when you ask a host a Disneyland what time the park closes, the response 

is “Disneyland is opened until 9:00 o’clock.” Did you catch that? The difference between when 

you close and how long you are opened? Exact same answer, framed either in being closed or 

being opened.   

As Unitarian Universalists, I would like to believe that we—as a religious body—are called to 

keep the park opened, and to frame the world in the terms of opportunity and welcome, inclusion 

and—perhaps most importantly—truth.  

To bring our fifth principle to mind and heart:  “A free and responsible search for truth and 

meaning.” The search for truth—and for ways to speak and articulate that truth—are keys to the 

practice of this religion.  

And we, of course, need to “speak our truth”—and in “speaking our truth” we are called to use 

truthful words, and to know the truth within the meanings of words. Consider this: 

A few months ago I heard an incredible segment on the radio. A woman was talking about 

plantations—manicured Southern plantations—and she said that traditionally the word evoked  

pleasant and positive associations and feelings, the word brought forth the image of well-kept 

mansion and manicured grounds, the common feeling around the word was one of prosperity, 

abundance, manners, order, gentility. While I was nodding my head in silent agreement, she 

lowered the boom: “And that’s all a lie,” she said. “A myth. A figment. A hideous 

misrepresentation. A plantation—in reality—is a forced-labor camp, where human beings were 
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compelled, by threat of physical violence, to work their lifetime for no wages, to work dawn to 

dusk, year in year out, on threat of being tortured or killed.” 

My conception of the world turned on a dime. 

Of course, I thought. The mansion and the grounds and the tradition and the gentility and the 

society all built upon the intense long-term suffering of slave labor. Or, more accurately, forced 

labor from enslaved people—fellow human beings enslaved to a lifetime of work, and in death 

exhausted body buried in an unmarked grave. 

With apologies to those here who may have had a family event or company function on a 

plantation, after this Sunday may you never think of a plantation without thinking “forced-labor 

camp.” 

There are hundreds of instances such as this in the English language—words and phrases, from 

the obvious to the subtle—where meanings can shift, where small and subtle shifts in our usage 

can have a profound impact. For example: 

“Hey, guys!” 

Innocuous, right? Not so much. 

“Guys” implies male, so strictly speaking, the phrase “Hey, Guys!’ excludes half the human 

population.  

As discussed in an article entitled “The Problem With ‘Hey Guys’” in The Atlantic magazine, 

“There are, of course, plenty of people—including many women—who have no problem being 

addressed as ‘guys,’ think the word has evolved to be entirely gender-neutral, and don't see a 

reason to change their usage. But others aren’t so sure. ‘I think there’s a really serious and 

welcome re-conception of gender lines and relationships between sex and gender going on,’ says 

John McWhorter, who teaches linguistics at Columbia University and has written several books 

about language. He says ‘something has crested in particular over about the past 10 years’—

something that has people examining their everyday communications.” 

Key phrase, that: “‘something has crested in particular over about the past 10 years’—something 

that has people examining their everyday communications.” 

I believe that as Unitarian-Universalists—religious people dedicated to making this world a more 

just and joyous place—are called to examine our everyday communications, to refine and 

sharpen the words that we use, to be conscious and intentional and continuously improving, so 

that we can create the kind of world that is as welcoming as possible to everyone. To recall the 

first sentence of this morning’s message, to expand the limits of our language. To be Universal in 

our welcoming, to be radically expansive in our inclusion, means being ever more inclusive in 

our use of language. 

This can be a daily religious and spiritual practice that raises our consciousness, does real work 

in the world, brings to the forefront of our awareness the inequities that exist in the world, and 

inspires us to be humble and aware. 
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The re-definition of “plantation” expanded my world and I saw the world differently. I saw the 

world more truthfully. 

And we shan’t go much farther without recognizing that this kind of consciousness around word 

usage drives some people around the bend. The practice dismissed or belittled as “politically 

correct,” feverish concerns about language police; annoyance that precious liberal snowflakes are 

acting holier than thou and creating problems where none exist. 

But problems do exist and changing word choices can help ameliorate problematic situations.   

I became more familiar with this a few months ago when my workplace invested a staff meeting 

discussing three online resources all about language. These three resources were: 

One:  An article called “Use these culturally offensive phrases, questions at your own risk,” from 

an organization called “Indigenous Corporate Training.” 

This article dealt specifically with Indigenous issues around language and pointed out that 

phrases like “low man on the totem pole,” “hold down the fort,” and “off the reservation” could 

be deeply problematic to Native peoples.  

 

And I stand before you, guilty as charged. I have used all these phrases for years and thought 

nothing about it. Going forward, while I will likely slip and use these phrases unconsciously in 

the next week or month or year, I hope to become ever-more conscious of my choices to do 

otherwise. As one UU minister told me recently, “The English language is big and beautiful, you 

can find another way to say anything.”   

 

Two: A short article from Business Insider entitled “Twelve racist and offensive phrases that 

people still use all the time.” 

 

Here are three words and phrases highlighted in the article:  “Uppity,” “Sold downriver,” and 

this one I simply couldn’t believe:  “Hip Hip Hooray!” As explained: 

 

“Though steeped in controversy, some think the first part of this phrase relates to anti-Semitic 

demonstrations that started in Germany in the nineteenth century. Germans cheered ‘hep hep,’ a 

German herding call, as they forced Jews from their homes across Europe…” 

 

Your call on that one. 

 

And third:  The richest and compelling resource was the “Suggested Language List,” developed 

by students involved in the “Prevention, Advocacy & Resource Center” at Brandeis University. 

 

When this resource first appeared last year, it was called the “Oppressive Language List,” and it 

was thoroughly maligned in conservative media, and even the beloved humorist David Sedaris 

belittled the list in an interview in The New York Times Magazine. Brandeis University proper 

took swift action and made it perfectly clear that this project was run independently by students, 

and that the University, since its founding, was grounded in robust principles of free speech, free 

expression, and academic freedom. Remaining true to the theme of this sermon, the students 
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decided to change the word “oppressive” to “suggested,” to create the “Suggested Language 

List.”  

 

This intentional word choice is in the same lineage as “The park is opened until 9:00.” 

 

I would highly recommend that everyone here this morning invest some quality time with these 

resources. As Unitarian Universalists, we should seek to continuously raise our awareness about 

the histories of words and phrases, and as part of our spiritual practice we can make simple and 

conscious changes to make the world a more just and joyful place for as many of our fellow 

humans as possible. And not be self-righteous doing so. I will include links to all these resources 

in the “Sources” section of the sermon transcript that will be circulated next week along with the 

newsletter. Thanks, Elinor, for sending those out each week.  

Also, I think it would be amazing if OUUF’s board of directors or social justice committee 

would host a study session focused on these resources and consider where language might be 

improved and refined within the organization. In my workplace, I certainly found the exercise 

incredibly useful and enlightening. And, truth be told, it was humbling to realize how many of 

these terms I have used casually and thoughtlessly, in my speech and written communications, 

and even in sermons I’ve delivered in rooms called “sanctuary.” The irony is not lost on me.  

To close, I want to provide two specific examples from the “Suggested Language List.”   

First, here is a portion of the introduction to the list from the website’s landing page:  “The 

Suggested Language List does not attempt to include every possible ‘bad word,’ but rather 

highlight words and phrases we may not realize have violent histories or usages and can cause 

harm… We do not censor each other, nor do we pass judgment on anyone who chooses to use 

words or phrases on this list. In our work we try to be as intentional as possible with our 

language, recognizing that we want to do our best to not perpetrate or further perpetrate violence 

against anyone in any way…. we recognize that language is a powerful tool that can be used to 

perpetrate and perpetuate violence and oppression. As a community and as individuals, we can 

strive to remove language that may hurt those who have experienced violence from our everyday 

use. The list is not exhaustive; in an attempt to organize it, currently we have entries sorted into 

four categories:” 

And those categories are: 

➢ Identity Based 

➢ Violent Language 

➢ Language That Doesn’t Say What We Mean 

➢ Culturally Appropriative Language 

In the “Violent Language” section I discovered a phrase that I use all the time: “Whipped into 

shape.” Just like hearing the truthful meaning of “plantation,” this resource pointed out that the 

phrase “whipped into shape” evokes imagery of enslavement and torture. I had never seen that 

before, never thought about that before, but now I can’t help but see it. 
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And in the “Language That Doesn’t Say What We Mean” section: “Master bedroom.” Think 

about that. I know I never did. As the list says, “The term ‘master’ carries strong connections to 

American slavery and is inherently gendered masculine.”  

As an exercise, I got out my Oxford English Dictionary and magnifying glass and confirmed the 

primary definition of master: “A man having control or authority.” 

I have, for decades, labeled documents “master budget,” “master plan,” “master this,” “master 

that.” I own several Master locks. At a former job I carried a master key.  

“The limits of my language mean the limits of my world.”  

Which brings us, at long last, to the title of this sermon: “Deadline or Due Date?” After that staff 

meeting I mentioned earlier, someone in my department brought to my attention that the word 

“deadline”—which is used with incredible frequency in a time-sensitive business like 

publishing—has violent undertones. According to sources, I was told, the word comes from a 

Civil War prison camp that had a line around it, and if a prisoner crossed over that line, they 

would be shot dead. 

Deadline. I get it. 

I found this factoid interesting, but not terribly compelling. In my opinion, nobody on God’s 

green Earth was being harmed by using “deadline,” and I bumped up against my own patience 

with the word-choice project.  

“Let’s start using ‘due date’ instead,” they offered enthusiastically.  

I refrained from rolling my eyes—which is a form of aggressive communication—and I took a 

deep breath. 

“Do I have a deadline as to when I should start?” I replied—skeptical, though willing to stay 

open. 

Amen 
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Sources 

“Suggested Language List,” developed by students at the Prevention, Advocacy & Resource 

Center at Brandeis University  

https://sites.google.com/brandeis.edu/parcsuggestedlanguagelist/categories 

 

“Use these culturally offensive phrases, questions at your own risk,” Indigenous Corporate 

Training, blog post September 22, 2015 

https://www.ictinc.ca/blog/culturally-offensive-phrases-you-should-use-at 

 

“12 racist and offensive phrases that people still use all the time,” by Christina Sterbenz and 

Dominic-Madori Davis, Business Insider, June 16, 2020  

https://www.businessinsider.com/offensive-phrases-that-people-still-use-2013-11?op=1 

 

“Brandeis University expands list of ‘oppressive’ words and phrases to avoid using,” by Alexi 

Cohan, Boston Herald, August 27, 2021   

https://www.bostonherald.com/2021/08/27/brandeis-university-expands-list-of-oppressive-

words-and-phrases-to-avoid-using/ 

 

“David Sedaris Knows What You’ll Laugh at When No One Is Judging,” by David Marchese, 

The New York Times Magazine, January 6, 2022.  

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2021/10/25/magazine/david-sedaris-interview.html 

Linguistic Society of America, “How Many Languages Are There in the World?,” by Stephen R. 

Anderson, https://www.linguisticsociety.org/content/how-many-languages-are-there-world 

Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus-Logico Philosophicus (Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1961). 

Translated by D.F. Pears and B.F. McGuinness. 

Joe Pinsker, “The Problem With ‘Hey Guys,’” The Atlantic, August 23, 2018,  

https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2018/08/guys-gender-neutral/568231/ 

 

Deadline or Due Date? 

The great American writer Mark Twain once said, “The difference between the almost right 

word and the right word is really a large matter—it’s the difference between the lightning bug 

and the lightning.” Choosing “right words” can also be a spiritual practice to help create a more 

just and inclusive world. This Sunday we explore the origins and meanings of some common 

words and phrases, attempt to raise our awareness, and consider the difference between 

“deadline” and “due date.”  

https://www.brandeis.edu/parc/accountability/languagelist.html
https://sites.google.com/brandeis.edu/parcsuggestedlanguagelist/categories
https://www.ictinc.ca/blog/culturally-offensive-phrases-you-should-use-at
https://www.businessinsider.com/offensive-phrases-that-people-still-use-2013-11?op=1
https://www.businessinsider.com/offensive-phrases-that-people-still-use-2013-11?op=1
https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2018/08/guys-gender-neutral/568231/

