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We Speak Our Words 
By Terry Barrett 
 
What are we saying through the words we speak?  Do we take care to communicate from 
feeling, or are we speaking from habit? Terry Barrett will share from her recent studies about 
the importance of how we speak our word.   
 
A 20-year-old man was on a train in the suburbs of Tokyo on a quiet spring afternoon.  Not 
many people were on the train when it stopped at one of the stations and the quiet was 
shattered by a man bellowing violent, incomprehensible curses.  The man staggered into the 
same car wearing laborer’s clothing.  He was big, drunk, and dirty.  He swung at a woman 
holding a baby as he yelled. His blow sent the woman into the laps of an elderly couple.  The 
couple and the woman with the baby moved quickly away from the man.  Oh, the words he was 
speaking!  He was staggering and drunk and angry.   

 
The 20-year-old man was watching this scene.  He was raring to have a reason to use his skills in 
Aikido.  He spent eight hours a day over the past three years training.  His training had never 
been tested in actual combat because students of Aikido were not allowed to fight.  “Aikido,” 
his teacher had said again and again, “is the art of reconciliation.  Whoever has the mind to 
fight has broken his connection with the universe. If you try to dominate people, you are 
already defeated. It is a study of resolving conflict, not starting it.” 

 
The young man had listened and tried hard to follow the teaching but inside he was hoping for 
a chance to try out his skill and save an innocent person by taking down the guilty.   
 
Now as he listened to the drunk man, he thought to himself, “This is it! People are in danger 
and if I don’t do something fast, they will probably get hurt!” 
 
When he saw the young man rise to his feet, the drunk man recognized the chance to focus his 
rage.  “Aha!” he roared. “A foreigner! You need a lesson in Japanese manners!” 
 
The young man held onto the commuter strap and gave him a slow look of disgust and 
dismissal.  He was ready to make the drunk laborer his first Aikido victory. The laborer had to 
make the first move.  So the young man pursed his lips and blew him an insolent kiss. 
 
“All right!  The drunk man hollered.  You’re gonna’ get a lesson.” He gathered himself for a rush 
at the young man. 
 
A split second before the laborer could move, someone shouted “Hey!”  It was earsplitting.  It 
had a strangely joyous, little quality to it – as though he had suddenly found something that he 
had been searching for. “Hey!” 
 
The young man wheeled to his left and the drunk laborer spun to his right! Both stared down at 
a little old Japanese man.  He sat there immaculate in his kimono.  He never looked at the 
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young man but beamed delightedly at the laborer, like he had some wonderfully important 
secret to share with him. 
 
“C’mere,” the old man said, beckoning the drunk man.  “C’mere and talk with me.”  He waved 
his hand lightly.   
 
The big man followed, as if on a string.  He planted his feet belligerently in front of the old 
gentleman, and roared above the clacking wheels, “Why the heck should I talk to you?” The 
drunk ow had his back to the young man but the young man was ready to drop him if he even 
moved toward the old man on the seat. 
The old man continued to beam at the laborer. 
 
“What’cha been drinkin’? he asked, his eyes sparkling with interest.  “I been drinkin’ sake,” the 
laborer bellowed back, “and it’s none of your business!” Flecks of spittle spattered the old man. 
 
“Ok, that’s wonderful,” the old man said, “absolutely wonderful!  I love sake too. Every night, 
me and my wife, she’s 76, you know, we warm up a little bottle of sake and take it out into the 
garden, and we sit on an old wooden bench.  We watch the sun go down, and we look to see 
how our persimmon tree is doing.  My great-grandfather planted that tree, and we worry about 
whether it will recover from those ice storms we had last winter.  Our tree had done better 
than I expected, though especially when you consider the poor quality of the soil.  It is gratifying 
to watch when we take our sake and go out to enjoy the evening – even when it rains!” He 
looked up at the laborer, eyes twinkling.  
 
As he struggled to follow the old man’s conversation, the drunk man’s face began to soften.  His 
fists slowly unclenched. “Yeah,” he said, “I love persimmons too. . . “His voice trailed off.  
 
“Yes,” said the old man, smiling, “and I’m sure you have a wonderful wife.” 
 
“No,” replied the laborer. “My wife died.” Very gently, swaying with the motion of the train, the 
big man began to sob. “I don’t got no wife, I don’t got no home, I don’t got no job.  I am so 
ashamed of myself.” Tears rolled down his cheeks; a spasm of despair rippled through his body. 
 
Now the young man stood there in well-scrubbed youthful innocence, with his make-this-
world-safe-for-democracy righteousness, he suddenly felt dirtier than the big man was. 
 
The train arrived at the young man’s stop.  As the door opened, he heard the old man cluck 
sympathetically. “My, my,” he said, “that is a difficult predicament, indeed.  Sit down here and 
tell me about it.” 
 
As he turned his head for one last look, The big man was sprawled on the seat, his head in the 
old man’s lap.  The old man was softly stroking the filthy, matted hair. 
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The young man sat on a bench as the train pulled away.  He realized that what he had wanted 
to do with muscle had been accomplished with kind words.  He had just seen Aikido tried in 
combat, and the essence of it was love.  He knew he would have to practice the art with an 
entirely different spirit. It would be a long time before he could speak about the resolution of 
conflict.  
 

 
1. Story  

a. the three characters – I think we can all relate to all three of these characters 
i. the drunken laborer shows us the pain, and suffering 

1. we might be going through something painful, or maybe we 
will be.  We have all experienced it 

ii. the young man shows us self-absorbed ego driven.  He is 
disconnected and unaware of the needs – for others and himself 

iii. the little old man shows us the strength and power of compassion 
b. it’s what is going on in the world right now 

i. we see people suffering.  There’s so much suffering, too much 
ii. we see the self-absorbed characters running around from ego 

1. it shows up as anger, bullying, road-rage. He is also in pain 
iii. compassion is happening too.  If you’re like me, stories like this that 

express that compassion are moving, they remind me what matters 
to me.   

iv. The Japanese man in his kimono on the train spoke a different kind of 
language in the story.  He didn’t criticize either of the other men.  He 
just focused in on what would matter in the crisis that was going on 
at that moment.   

2. Compassion 
a. Is an expression of love 
b. Song - Spirit of Life – Sing in my heart all the stirrings of compassion. 

i. The words to this UU song are so beautiful  
ii. They speak to us -UU favorite - Carolyn McDade wrote this as a prayer 

early in the 1980’s 
 

3. We Speak Our Words and they can fan the flames of pain and sorrow. - Or - they can 
change everything in that moment.  How can that happen? 

a. It’s easy to get in the habit of – you name it.   
i. The habits that are mindless activities can take us away from what 

matters  
ii. SOM – A thought + a feeling = a result 

1. What thoughts and feelings are we coming from? 
2. The words we speak are reflecting that formula.  If we are 

having negative thoughts and feelings, then the result reflects 
that same negative energy.  If we are thinking and feeling a 
positive, then we have a positive outcome.   
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3. What I want to share here is the energy that is behind the 
thought and the feeling are what we are experiencing.   

4. Gandhi said; 
“Watch your thoughts; they become words. 
Watch your words; they become actions. 
Watch your actions; they become habits. 
Watch your habits; they become your character. 
Watch your character; it becomes your destiny.”   

a. If I’m watching the news and I think “things are pretty 
bad right now.  Then I add to that I’m feeling really 
scared about all the crime I’m hearing about I have a 
result based on negatives.  My result is heading to a 
negative.  But when I think about changes that I can 
make in my life, and I feel optimistic or happy then I 
am going to have a positive result. 

5. Marshall Rosenberg wrote Non-Violent Communication.  He 
recognizes feelings and needs as a way to communicate to 
resolve conflict.  It takes some attention to build a vocabulary 
that can name our feelings.   

b. Make the choice 
i. There are lots of good books, videos, so many that they can become a 

distraction 
ii. Find what you can do and practice it 

1. The Japanese man who offered compassion I am guessing has 
a meditation practice, stays away from the new s and social 
media and spends time with the people he cares about.  He 
has a routine and he probably reads books that support 
compassion and kindness.   

 
4. Speaking from compassion 

a. The words Abra Cadabra are Aramaic for - I create as I speak. What are we 
creating with our words?  

b. We can be creative by making use of feelings to speak with awareness of 
others as well as ourselves.   

c. Words that support relationship with each other create a space to grow and 
expand our awareness. 

i. It makes us wiser and more capable.   
d. What potential do we have in words filled with anger and criticism?   

i. It can only result in more anger and criticism and escalate to violence.   
ii. When I worked at the high school a few years ago, I sometimes heard 

students talking about a fight that was going to happen.  The chatter 
would get going about who was going to do what.  I would interrupt 
them and ask them why they were so excited about a fight?  Anybody 
can get angry and get in a fight.  It takes some intelligence to be able 
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to stay out of the fight.  They usually looked at me like I was 
completely crazy.  But I just know they heard me and maybe they 
thought about what I was saying. 

iii. Kindness is not a sign of weakness.   
1. Actually, violence is a sign of weakness.   

e. Words that support relationship with each other create a space to grow and 
expand our awareness.  It makes us wiser and more capable.  What potential 
do we have in words filled with anger and criticism?  It can only result in 
more anger and criticism and escalate to violence.  But, like the man in the 
story, our ability to interact with compassion and awareness can actually be 
the antidote to the escalation of angry words and actions.   

 
5. We speak our words every day in ways that offer compassion.  I 

a. It doesn’t have to be something big to be meaningful.   
b. Where does your compassionate heart meet the sorrow in the world?  
c. We can speak the words of compassion that reconnect us with each other. 
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We Speak Our Words and they can fan the flames of pain and sorrow. - Or - they can change 
everything in that moment.  How can that happen? 

The “little old man” in the story certainly seemed to understand the meaning of the 
words we sing, “Sing in my heart all the stirrings of compassion.” He displayed compassion for 
someone who was so in need of compassion. He spoke his word from a heart of compassion.  
The laborer, this large, drunk man, responded to it 
 

As I continue on my path toward this graduate program I am working on, I am learning 
some interesting details to share.  Last term, I took, Understanding the Bible.  This class did not 
look at the content of the Bible, but how the Bible came to be.  The professor, Dr. Greg Salyer, 
shared that in a sense the Bible doesn’t exist.  I bet that’s the first time you’ve heard that claim 
right?  
 The Bible covers over 800 years of stories shared in orality.  There was no written word 
when these stories began.  They were spoken, from one living person to other living people.  
When the written word came into the picture many were not happy about it.  Some, like Plato, 
said the written word was death.  Once the word was written down on something, scrolls at 
that time, it was frozen in time.  It no longer had life.   
 I found that so interesting to consider.   
Through the Center for Spiritual Living, we have a formula.  A thought + A feeling = A result.  
The words we speak are reflecting that formula.  If we are having negative thoughts and 
feelings, then the result reflects that same negative energy.  If we are thinking and feeling a 
positive, then we have a positive outcome.  Unlike adding negative and positive numbers, a 
negative + a negative doesn’t = a positive.  (lol). 
 What I want to share here is the energy that is behind the thought and the feeling are 
what we are experiencing.  Gahdhi said; 
“Watch your thoughts; they become words. 
Watch your words; they become actions. 
Watch your actions; they become habits. 
Watch your habits; they become your character. 
Watch your character; it becomes your destiny.”   
 
 
 
When I hear words spoken that share that awareness of feeling and care for self and others I 
can honestly say; “You’re speaking my language!”  (lol). 
 Words that support relationship with each other create a space to grow and expand our 
awareness.  It makes us wiser and more capable.  What potential do we have in words filled 
with anger and criticism?  It can only result in more anger and criticism and escalate to violence.  
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But, like the man in the story, our ability to interact with compassion and awareness can 
actually be the antidote to the escalation of angry words and actions.   
 When I worked at the high school a few years ago, I sometimes heard students talking 
about a fight that was going to happen.  The chatter would get going about who was going to 
do what.  I would interrupt them and ask them why they were so excited about a fight?  
Anybody can get angry and get in a fight.  It takes some intelligence to be able to stay out of the 
fight.  Don’t encourage the fight.  They usually looked at me like I was completely crazy.  But I 
just know they heard me and maybe they thought about what I was saying. 
 Kindness is not a sign of weakness.  Actually, violence is a sign of weakness.   
 I sometimes watch YouTube videos of America’s Got Talent.  If you’ve ever watched it, 
you know who Simon Cowell is.  The British creator of the show as well as American Idol.  In 
years past he was pretty negative and critical with contestants.  Now that he has a young son of 
his own, he admits himself that he has definitely mellowed. I watch the videos of different 
performances and the responses and know that there is kindness and generosity in the world.   
 
People don’t come to church to learn, they come to feel good.   
What do I want to talk about? – the power of our word to help or to harm 
What do I want to say?  
Who am I talking to? 
What is my intention for this talk? To inform and inspire.  To create a sense of awareness and 
community.   
 Interactive 
Reading  Just Breathe 
 
 
“The overall purpose of human communication is – or should be – reconciliation.  It should 
ultimately serve to lower or remove the walls and barriers of misunderstanding that unduly 
separate us human beings one from another.  The word “ultimately” is important.  Confrontive, 
even angry communication is sometimes necessary to bring into focus the clear reality of those 
barriers before they can be knocked down.  In the process of community-building, for instance, 
individual differences must first be allowed to surface and be fought over so that the group can 
ultimately learn to accept, celebrate, and thereby transcend them. 
 But the principal purpose of effective communication needs to be borne in mind.  If it is not, 
the communication becomes task-avoiding.  When people confronting each other with their 
differences lose sight of reconciliation, they begin to act as if their purpose in being “together” 
is merely to fight with each other.  The reality, however, is that the proper task of 
communication is to create love and harmony among us.  It is peacemaking.”    (Peck, 257-8) 
 


