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The Babes Out of Our Mouths
Of all our senses, it is the mouth that connects us most intimately with the world. The eyes may deceive, and the ears grow deaf, but we control what goes into and what comes out of our mouths.  As we search our senses during these holy days let us ask:  what have we swallowed this year and what have we spewed out?  What blessings uttered and what curses muttered.  We, who might murmur disapprovingly at the list of transgressions printed in our machzor, grow silent when it comes to sins of the mouth.
Genesis recounts that God created the world and everything in it through speech.  After each day of creation, God examined His work and pronounced it “good.”  Only after the last day of creation, when humankind was brought forth did God declare his work “very good.”  What justified the adverb “very” in God’s declaration?  Perhaps it was that human beings were the only thing created that, like God, would retain the power of words.  Clearly the snake forfeited this right after his little slip of the tongue and so did all of creation, except for human beings.
Dialogue, debate, even disagreement have a long and noble history in our tradition going back to when Abraham argued with God about what was the right thing to do with the residents  of Sodom and Gomorrah. We find that the Talmud is one big discourse, with thousands of opinions that extend over centuries.  The ability to dispute a point from seventy different perspectives was the minimum requirement to be considered a learned person.  
 When it comes to verbal acuity, we Jews not only tolerate it; we thrive on it.   The fact that many people can have many opinions on the same topic is for us a reflection of the divine.   Diversity is evidence of God’s grandeur.  Even with all the commentaries and super commentaries on our sacred texts, even with all the midrashim, the stories, and the halacha, the laws, we know we haven’t even come close to exhausting all the possible interpretations. 

Nor does Judaism frown upon expressing oneself passionately. In fact, Noah is criticized by the rabbis for not being passionate enough when God told him he was going to flood the world.  Why didn’t he try to dissuade God, why didn’t he warn the people, why was he so silent and obedient?  That’s no way for a mensch to behave.  
No, it is not the plethora or the passion of the words used today that is problematic from a Jewish perspective. Rather it is their purpose which has become suspect. Whether it is foul language used on the tennis court by a celebrity, or blatant lies spoken by politicians, we have hit new highs, or should I say lows, when it comes to how we have degraded our Godlike gift of speech.  The potency of words has not changed from the time they could create worlds, only now their purpose has become corrupted.   


Our society has fallen into folly with its use of words, so much so that I wonder if we even recognize what their true value is anymore.    Let me give you an example of what I mean.  Let’s take the debate over health care reform, if we can even call it a debate.  One can disagree about the merits of any delivery system of health care.  People can express concern over who will pay and who will benefit from any proposal.  One may even ponder whether or not it is a good idea ethically or financially to provide care for the all the sick in our country. Words can and should be used to inform, to clarify, to question, to challenge, even to disagree.  But when words are used to deliberately create an atmosphere of fear and anxiety, when their purpose is to threaten and scare, then they have become like gangsters- lawless and running amuck, wrecking havoc and causing confusion.  
Psalm 8 verse 2 gives us the words “out of the mouths of babes…” On this Rosh Hashanah, the legendary birthday of the world, let us go visit these babes out of our mouths. Come, I’d like to take you upstairs to stop by a very special nursery on the top floor.  This is where our words are kept, after they are conceived in our minds and before they leave our mouths to go out into the world.  Let’s peek inside the window and take a look at them all lying there bundled up in their little basinets.

See any that you recognize?  Which ones are yours? How about that little guy? What do you think he’ll be when he grows up?  Certainly not a mobster; I don’t think that would be a comfortable living.  Let’s see, how about a doctor?  What naches!  Wouldn’t that be wonderful if when he went out into the world, your little word found a way to heal people and make them feel better?  Oh look over there at that one.  She for sure is going to grow up to be a construction worker.  I can already see her building bridges and laying new foundations when she goes out.  What about this guy?  Wouldn’t it be nice if he grew up to be a farmer- planting seeds of understanding, weeding out any misunderstandings, pruning back any branches of nastiness? He looks like he’s up to the task.  
Come see this little one over here.  She seems like an artist.  I can already imagine the great beauty she will bring to the world,  What about this one -looks like he’ll be driving a UPS truck, delivering urgent messages from all over the world.  It can be a grueling job, but he seems like a responsible guy.  I’m sure he’ll be fine.  

Such amazing opportunities, there seems to be so many great ways to employ our words.  Now take a look at this little one over here.  How did we miss her?  She looks like a wise old soul.  I know what she’ll become when she leaves this place.  This is a very special little lady; she is destined to become a matchmaker.  Yup, this is what a baby yenta looks like. Believe it or not, hers will be the most important job of all.  This little word, and all her future offspring, will be responsible for changing the world.  She will make Psalm 85 come alive. You see when she grows up, and leaves this nursery she’ll go out and make introductions.  Because of her, love and truth will meet.  Because of her, justice and peace will kiss. 
Is she yours?  Did you conceive her; will she be coming out of your mouth?  She could be. Our words matter so much and have such potential for making this a better world.  We can use them against a growing tide of verbal recklessness and irresponsibility that our culture seems to have embraced.  
Our words can go forth to battle hopelessness and despair.  They can make people laugh and bring comfort to the grieving. Through them, we can express gratitude and bestow blessings.  We can use our gift of speech to lobby, to educate, to inspire, to connect, to go forth in the world and be agents for good. Words can help us fulfill so many mitzvot, but they can also be our greatest source of sin.
For we know that there is so much evil funneled through the mouth. There is gossip and character assassination, toxic tongues pollute surely as any smokestack.  Biting comments wound, loose lips unravel trust. Lies stir up fear, and distortions pervert the truth.  These may not have been the sins of your mouth this year, but if you have spawned any little gangsters, it’s not too late to call them back.  They can do a little detention and figure out what went wrong.  Maybe reform them and send them back out with new jobs. I hear there may be some openings in the sanitation department.
God you have blessed us with the gift of speech. As we enter this new year, awakened to our many faults and our even greater potential for good, we stand before you and pray, may the words of our mouths and the meditations of our hearts always be acceptable to you.  Amen.  
THE END
6

