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PART TWO:  Communicating in the Style of Jesus 

 Hurting Words / Healing Words 
 

"Just as from the heavens the rain and snow come down, and do not return there 
until they have watered the earth, making it fertile and fruitful, giving seed to the 
sower and bread to the one who eats, so shall my word be that goes forth from my 
mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but shall do my will, achieving the end for 
which I sent it."  (Isaiah 55).  

 
We know that the Word of God is powerful. What we often don’t realize is that 

our words are powerful too.  They can hurt, they can cut our loved ones to the quick, 
and they can heal. Bringing nourishment and new life to those we love, or a stranger 
on the street we may never see again. 

 
This is the second of a series of reflections to explore ways we can listen and 

speak as Jesus did.  In this issue of Arise we will explore ways we can seal out the 
devastating impact that hurting words have on ourselves and others and how we can 
nourish others with healing words. 

 
First of all, let us note that our speech patterns -- the language we use from day 

to day -- is learned when we are young.  What we heard spoken in our childhood 
homes is the language we often use in our own homes.   If we heard lots of critical, 
hurtful words from our parents or siblings, we tend to speak in the same way to our 
spouse and children.  I call these harsh voices. 

 
 These harsh voices tend to become encrusted in our souls, long after we have 

entered adulthood.  And we use them in our own speech because often times we 
don’t think about what we are saying.  We often run off at the mouth without 
thinking of the consequences of what we say.  But we can think about what we are 
saying and stop the critical and accusing words before they come out of our mouths. 

So the first step, if we want to transform hurting words into healing words, is to 
start thinking about what we are saying.  To notice when we criticize, when we 
judge, when we accuse, when we fail to say a word of comfort or a word of thanks 
or a word of praise.  We can start to take responsibility for our speech. 

 
As dearly as I love my parents, I experienced an almost constant climate of harsh 

words in my boyhood home.  We were always yelling and screaming at each other. 



 

Like many homes ours was quite dysfunctional.  As a result I became locked in my 
own inner world.  And I am still in the process of being healed.   

  
Many of our families are dysfunctional; we learn what we see and hear.  Many of 

our own homes, indeed many rectories and convents, are dysfunctional.  The impact 
of harsh words is that we can’t hear the softer ones.  The tender words, the 
encouraging words.  Words of affirmation.  

 
This is a sad fact of life.  But there is hope.  I have learned it is possible to seal off 

the effects of harsh voices in our lives so that we can hear the gentle, loving, and 
supportive voices that also reside there.  We can do this by becoming aware of how 
language is used around us and how we ourselves use language. We can choose to 
take in only the supportive, encouraging words and keep the harsh words at a 
distance before they hurt us further.   

 
How can we do this you may ask?  We begin by making a conscious intention to 

become aware of what we speak and what we hear as we are doing so.  
  
When we discover 

patterns in the way we 
speak we can then ask:  
Where do these words come 
from?  We tend to take over 
the language we hear from 
a parent, a sibling with 
whom we were always 
fighting, our partner, or an 
employer into our own way 
of speaking.  Realizing this 
we can exorcize those false 
and harsh voices from our 
minds and hearts. 

 
We can pray as we 

speak.   We can ask God to 
seal off these harsh voices from our souls so that we can craft a new, more loving 
kind of language.  We can diminish the harsh words that we take into our souls and 
we can enhance the impact of nourishing words upon us. 

 
 The saddest thing about the harsh voices in our lives is that they become so 

deafening that we cannot hear the Soft Voice of our heavenly Father and the gently 
leading Voice of Jesus.  Very sadly, harsh voices drown out the soft more nourishing 
voices in our lives.   

 
Even sadder, perhaps, harsh voices hinder us from discovering our own 

authentic voice. The voice of our True Selves.  We discover that there is a voice 
within us that emerges from the depths of our soul.  It is our own unique voice.  A 
voice in touch with God which can dialogue with our God and our loved ones in 
ways that God intends.   

 
When we hear lots of harsh, critical voices, our self-esteem is diminished. We 

become less than who we are.  We become locked inside, as I have been for much of 
my life.  More evil is done by the tongue than by a knife or gun. 

 
All of us need nourishing conversation.  We need a safe place, a safe person, with 

whom we can get in touch with our inner thoughts, feelings and intentions.  The 
family dinner table is especially an important place for this.  But in the modern 
family, the early evening hours, when Mom and Dad are rushing in from work and 
the kids from soccer or cheer leading practice, oftentimes such nourishing 
conversation does not take place. 

 
I lived in a rectory once (only once) where we used to ask each other at dinner 



 

"How was your day?"  And we would rejoice with one another's successes and 
commiserate with each other's difficulties and frustrations.  This was an important 
learning in my life.  I am truly grateful that I have friends that I can share in this way 
and with whom I can very often have nourishing, uplifting conversations. 

 
Such conversation, which we call “congruent conversation”  is very important 

for each one of us.  Without it, we shrivel up on the inside; we wither and die 
emotionally.  

 
So, I would encourage you, dear reader, to seek out individuals in your life with 

whom you can find such nourishing conversation.  Find a safe place where you can 
be your true self.  Where you can get in touch with your feelings, your inner thoughts 
and your desires, your intentions.  Like no other human experience, nourishing 
conversation makes us whole and gives us strength to survive all the dysfunction 
that most of us have to put up with around us. 

 
And when you pray, use the same process in talking and listening to your God.  

Let God, let Jesus, hear your innermost thoughts and come in touch with your 
feelings.  Let God and Jesus see your inner intentions.  Be real, be honest, when you 
communicate with God.  Let the Father and Jesus come into your soul and see and 
hear what is going on there.  No real relationship can develop with God or with 
anyone else unless you are real in their presence.  If you’re mad at him, tell him! 

 
When we experience this congruence, this convergence of our thoughts, 

feelings and intentions we become fully alive, fully human.  Such conversation can 
change us, can make us more loving with all the people in our lives, and even 
strangers we meet in the supermarket or airport. 

 
So I encourage you to take care of yourself and seek out a friend or loved one 

with whom you can relax and be and become yourself. 
 
Let me give you one simple change of wording that can help in our 

conversations.  Instead of saying "you are angry," say "I perceive that you are angry."  
The first statement, "you are angry," is accusatory and puts the other person on the 
defensive.  If you say instead, "I perceive that you are angry," you own your 
perception, for it possibly could be wrong.  For example, the other person could be in 
pain, which might make it seem like she is angry. 

 
This one 

phrase, I perceive 
that. . .” can open 
doors and 
windows. The 
point is, we often 
assume we know 
what another 
person is 
thinking or 
feeling. But we 
could be wrong.  

 
Instead of 

assuming, give 
the other person 
a chance to tell 
you what is 
going on with 
him. The words 

"I perceive" are the simple building blocks toward an open, nourishing conversation 
rather than the vicious cycle of dysfunction and argumentation. Try it. And watch 
the doors open up that bring access to another's heart. 

 



 

 
At the end of our yearlong reflections (June 2010) I will invite you to make a solemn 

pledge of non-violence of tongue and heart.  
 
So, we come full circle to the Word of God, the gentle and healing, but 

sometimes disciplining and chastening, Word that created the universe and sustains 
each one of us in love.  

 
Let us soak in that Word like the earth soaks in a gentle, healing so that it may 

transform our words into the instruments of God's love for us all. Why not begin 
tonight to examine how you use words and respond to the words of others?  

 

 

 
 "Let the Word of Christ, rich as it is,  
  dwell in you . . .  
   Whatever you do, 
    in speech or in action ,  
      do it in the name of Jesus.   
   Give thanks to God through Him" 
      (Col . 3 : 15 -  17). 
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