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    Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.

    



    MATTHEW 5:9
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    Foreword


    The New Testament is relentless when it comes to unity. Jesus clearly calls his followers to communities released of contempt and anger—resolute in selfless devotion to the good of the other, even when the other is an enemy. And the model for the kind of unity he envisages for his disciples is none other than that found in the relationships between members of the Holy Trinity. The apostle Paul implores the church at Corinth to pursue a division-free and perfect unity of mind and judgment. The Ephesians are likewise called up into a life of loving, gentle and patient bearing of one with the other. The vision is clear. As followers of Jesus and his way, we’re to find our way increasingly out of dissension and into loving unity with each other.


    But how?


    Here, as in other areas of deep human significance, God has elected to create for his children space for the joy of discovery. If we’re to take seriously the injunction to pursue unity in our relationships, we must avail ourselves of the penetrating and life-giving wisdom that comes to us from the best reflections on human relatedness. We do well, then, to consider the study of communication as an accumulated body of wisdom and knowledge about how to progress toward the lofty biblical vision of unity.


    As is always the case when availing oneself of an unfamiliar body of wisdom and knowledge, a guide is essential. Here is where this book comes in. Muehlhoff has given us an informed and accessible introduction to the art and science of communication in difficult situations. This book distills the theory of successful communication and offers the reader practical guidance for its application. The honest reader will frequently recognize herself in the difficult situations addressed in the book and will find in its pages practical suggestions for making progress.


    Perhaps most importantly, one will find on these pages advice from an informed guide who practices what he preaches. I have found my way into disagreement with Tim on matters about which we both have passionate conviction. And I’ve seen the wisdom of this book transform those potentially divisive conversations into opportunities for mutual learning and growth.


    My prayer is that you too will find your way into fruitful conversation in the context of disagreement and, in so doing, will find your way further up and further into the New Testament vision of unity.


    Gregg Ten Elshof


    Director, Center for Christian Thought, Biola University


    Author, I Told Me So: The Role of Self-Deception in Christian Living
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    Introduction


    Two stuffed manila folders sat in front of me.


    It was difficult not to stare at them. I was meeting with a couple experiencing conflict. I had asked them to come prepared to identify and discuss troublesome topics, but nothing prepared me for what they brought. Vicki and Thomas arrived in separate cars and both walked into the restaurant carrying massive manila folders. Each of them had over the years separately compiled evidence to prove the other wrong. As each one described an issue, he or she would reach into a folder and produce supporting facts. The folders were stuffed with shopping receipts, phone records, photos, business vouchers, hastily scribbled notes and even transcripts of secretly recorded conversations.


    I sat stunned. During our three-hour conversation I often thought of the proverb that states, “An offended brother is more unyielding than a fortified city” (Prov 18:19). Over the years this couple had grown discouraged in trying to resolve issues and now were only interested in fortifying entrenched positions.


    Can you relate?


    While few of us have gone so far as to fill folders with evidence against a person, we all can understand the frustration of having communication break down. All of us can think of conversations that ended badly. Heading in we hoped for the best but feared the worst—only to have the worst happen. Discussing this particular topic with this person sparked defensiveness, anger and raised voices. The result? A breach occurred and an argument broke out.


    “Starting a quarrel,” suggests an ancient writer, “is like breaching a dam” (Prov 17:14)—participants are swept away by powerful emotions. In the wake of the argument we are left with nagging questions: How can I remain faithful to my convictions but communicate in a way that produces dialogue, not uncivil debate? How can I balance truth and love when discussing difficult issues with people who disagree with me? And what if the person I’m struggling with is a spouse, family member, coworker or neighbor? The proverb admonishes me to drop the matter, not the relationship.


    There is hope.


    The same ancient writers who advise us to avoid quarrels also tell us that when our communication is pleasing to God, it’s possible to live at peace even with our staunchest enemies (Prov 16:7). The realism of this verse is striking—people may not agree with us, but productive conversations marked by civility and peace are still possible. If civil communication can work with our enemies, then how much more with those we care about?


    I Beg to Differ is more than a book about conflict; it is a book about communication between those who differ on significant points. Specifically, this book is for two types of individuals. First, it is for those who have attempted to discuss an issue with a friend, family member or coworker only to have the conversation deteriorate into a contentious exchange. The conversation may have left you shaken and gun-shy about bringing up the issue again. Better to live in silence or simmering anger than to revisit the topic and risk a similar result. Second, there are those who feel the need to discuss a topic with a person but envision the conversation going poorly. You desire to share Christ with a neighbor, discuss the budget with a spouse, or challenge a child’s attitude, but before the first word is uttered you have psyched yourself out. How will you even begin to address the issue? Unsure, you avoid the topic.


    I Beg to Differ introduces readers to a four-part communication strategy for the most difficult of conversations—those we wish to revisit and those we have yet to broach. The strategy centers on four essential questions that an individual must ask during an encounter with someone from a markedly different perspective. Gleaned from communication theory and the wisdom of the Scriptures, it values dialogue over debate, acknowledging and entering into a person’s story, cultivating common ground, acknowledging doubts, and tailor­­­ing our communication to a particular person. These principles will not only work in face-to-face encounters but with the uncivil and often ugly exchanges that happen on Facebook or Twitter.


    How will this book help?


    I Beg to Differ helps you prepare to enter difficult conversations by reclaiming the power of words (section one), learning to organize a conversation through an original four-part strategy (section two) and observing the application of this strategy to real life situations (section three). The following features make the book useful and easy to apply:


    1. Each chapter introduces key principles found in communication theory such as cognitive complexity, the rule of reciprocation, constitutive rules, fundamental attribution error and agenda anxiety. Each of these ideas is presented in an accessible style.


    2. I Beg to Differ is filled with illustrations not only from my own experience of speaking at marriage conferences, evangelism seminars, apologetic conferences and in the classroom, but illustrations from pop culture, leading communication experts and theologians.


    3. At the close of each chapter, summary points help you remember key principles and questions from the chapter.


    4. The core of the book (section two) centers on an original four-step communication strategy created during my graduate studies at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill while I was seeking to understand and respond to diverse and sometimes disturbing views.


    5. The final section includes three scenarios in which the principles of the book are applied to real life situations. How would a spouse talk about budget concerns without provoking the other? Can a Christian open a civil and productive dialogue with a follower of a different religious tradition? Without provoking her teenage son, how can a mother address concerns that he is too connected to social media and video games and not enough to the family? Each scenario takes the principles and theory of the book and shows readers how to apply them.


    Communicating with Integrity


    Integrity, argues Bible expositor John Stott, is an indispensible part of learning to engage others. “Dialogue is a serious conversation in which we are prepared to listen and learn as well as to speak and teach. It is therefore an exercise in integrity.”1 Stott’s observation prompts introspection. What type of communicator are we? As we engage in dialogue with others are we interested only in sharing our thoughts, or do we want to learn from others? Are we willing to listen as much as we speak? Do our convictions make us blind to areas of agreement with others? Can we honestly say we are open to compromise with those we care about, or is it only about winning an argument?


    In the following pages I’ll address those questions as we consider the delicate balance of listening, finding common ground with others, and responding in truth, love and integrity. We start with considering how our words influence others and ourselves.


    

  


  
    Section One


    Understanding Communication

    




    In our desire to engage others we often rush past theory to focus on techniques. We’re frustrated with another person and we just want to know what to say! Such impatience is understandable, but before we learn the how-to of communication we need to understand its ability to shape how we view ourselves and others, foster or elevate conflict, manage emotions and even draw us closer to God. Using communication effectively requires that we reclaim an appreciation for its complexity and power.
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    Reclaiming the Power of Words


    Ellen Seidman is on a crusade.


    Her efforts have caught the attention of thousands of YouTube viewers, numerous educators, 250,000 petition signers and even President Obama. Her crusade doesn’t focus on ending poverty, racism, global warming or sex trafficking. Her crusade is to end the use of a single word. Seidman and her followers seek to “spread the word to end the word.” What’s the word that has captured the attention of so many? “Retard.”


    Her efforts first started by posting a video on her blog, “Love That Max.”1 Max is Seidman’s nine-year-old son who has cerebral palsy and has experienced the emotional pain and isolation caused by the “r” word. Watching Max withdraw from others and question his sense of worth due to this word has been heartbreaking and infuriating for this editor and mom. “It is a demeaning word even if it’s meant as a joke,” Seidman states, “because it spreads the idea that people who are cognitively impaired are either stupid or losers.” Dr. Stephen B. Corbin, senior vice president for community impact of the Special Olympics, agrees. While Corbin acknowledges that “you can’t ban terminology any more than you can ban thought,” the goal is to educate others of the dehumanizing impact certain language has on others.2


    The ancient writers whose words make up the book of Proverbs would agree with Corbin’s assessment of the power of words, using vivid metaphors to describe the impact. “The words of the reckless pierce like swords” (Prov 12:18), they say, and a word spoken in the wrong way can “break a bone” (Prov 25:15). A person’s spirit is easily crushed by a deceitful tongue (Prov 15:4). Just as the “north wind” can bring driving rain, so a “sly tongue” evokes an angry response (Prov 25:23). In plotting evil, a scoundrel’s speech is like a “scorching fire” (Prov 16:27). Not only can negative words separate close friends (Prov 16:28), but a whole city can be disrupted by mockery (Prov 29:8). Old Testament scholar David Hubbard argues that what these ancient writers want us to most understand about language is that the tongue is “literally a lethal weapon—to others and ourselves.”3


    Yet in a technologically driven culture, the sheer volume of words being communicated can cause us to forget their power.4 Facebook has more than a billion active users worldwide and is available in more than seventy languages. If Facebook were a country it would be the third largest in the world, lagging only behind China and India.5 Today users on Twitter are sending more than two hundred million Tweets per day, or 2,315 per second.6 YouTube reports that more than four billion videos are uploaded each month and that in 2011 it had more than one trillion views, or about 140 views for every person on earth.7 Internet communication produces enough information to fill seven million DVDs every hour, with annual consumption predictions for 2015 at 966 exabytes.8 To put this in perspective, a study by University of California Berkeley estimates that if all the words spoken by human beings were put into text form, they would take up merely five exabytes.9


    A significant problem of modern society is its careless handling and tossing about of words. So how can we go about reclaiming respect for their power? In order to effectively negotiate a difficult conversation we must appreciate the ability of words to deeply confirm or disconfirm another person. Language is like a loaded gun, notes linguist Dwight Bolinger—it can be fired intentionally, but it can wound or kill just as surely when fired accidentally.10


    The first step in crafting a difficult conversation is to reclaim a healthy respect for the power of words. When preparing to engage another individual in a challenging conversation, we must acknowledge and anticipate the impact our words could have. As Christian communicators, we must particularly embrace how seriously God takes human language.


    God’s View of Our Speech


    In Proverbs 6 we encounter a remarkable list of what God finds detestable. The word translated “hate” in this passage is a Hebrew word often associated with disgust; it represents God’s emotional reaction to certain human actions. These are the seven actions that evoke disgust from God: haughty eyes, a lying tongue, hands that shed innocent blood, a heart that devises wicked schemes, feet that are quick to shed evil, a false witness who pours out lies, and a person who stirs up dissension among brothers (Prov 6:17-19).11


    It is interesting that of the seven traits mentioned, four have to do with our communication. “Haughty eyes” refers to an arrogant stance toward others, a nonverbal posture meant to intimidate and demean. A “lying tongue” and “false witness” both describe deceptive speech. And, finally, “a man who stirs up dissension among brothers” also refers to a form of communication detestable to God. Our first step toward respecting the power of communication is realizing the emotional response speech acts elicit from God. Far from being a stoic deity, God is deeply moved by our verbal and nonverbal choices.


    Christ continues this emphasis on language when he declares that we all will be held accountable for every word uttered. At the end of our lives each of us will have to give an account of the millions of words we have spoken (Mt 12:36). Why are our words so important? Christ explains: “For the mouth speaks what the heart is full of” (Mt 12:34). For the biblical writers the heart represents the center of a person’s personality, emotions, intellect and volition. It is through our communication with others that we glean a robust picture of them. While all communication exposes our inner person, Christ particularly isolates “careless” words that are spoken with little forethought (Mt 12:36 ESV).12 The Greek word argos, translated “careless,” refers to words we deem insignificant.


    A few years ago my university started videotaping courses and posting lectures on iTunes U and YouTube. Two of my courses were selected, and the effect the process had on me was profound. Standing in front of my class and seeing the red light above the camera constantly reminded me that every word, joke, impromptu comment, critique and response to a student would be posted on the web the next day. Being recorded helped me understand that there are no careless comments—all are recorded and reflect who I am. When Christ tells us that our words reflect our heart, he was mirroring the attitude of many Roman and Greek philosophers who taught, Talis oratio, quails vita (“As the speech, so the life”).13


    A key motivation to reclaim the power of words is found in an unsettling statement about language found in the book of Proverbs: “The tongue has the power of life and death, and those who love it will eat its fruit” (Prov 18:21). Our speech has the power to build up or tear down others. In the next section we’ll consider how our words can do this.


    Imparting Life


    Have you ever wondered why God created people? What do human communicators have to offer an all-knowing, all-wise and self-­sufficient God? Perhaps, as many argue, we were primarily created to worship God. Yet the book of Isaiah informs us that the chief responsibility of six-winged angels called seraphs is to hover above God and shout out, “Holy, holy, holy” with such force that it shakes the doorposts of the temple (Isa 6:2-4). Surely we cannot outworship seraphs. How can we engage God in a way that they can’t? Václav Havel, former president of Czechoslavia and recipient of the United States President’s Medal of Freedom, argues that one of God’s greatest miracles is endowing us with the ability to communicate: “If the Word of God is the source of God’s entire creation, then that part of God’s creation which is the human race exists as such only thanks to another of God’s miracles—the miracle of human speech.”14


    However, doesn’t an all-knowing God already know our words before we speak them? David boldly states that “before a word is on my tongue you, LORD, know it completely” (Ps 139:4). So why even bother to communicate with God? The answer can be found in understanding that all communication exists on two levels—the content level and the relational level. The content level consists of the words we use to convey a message, while the relational level involves the amount of acknowledgment and respect between two individuals. When it comes to our content, God already comprehends our words as soon as we conceive of them and is intimately familiar with all of our thoughts (Ps 139:3). The uniqueness of human speech is that we can use words to interact with God on the relational level. The Scriptures inform us that “the LORD would speak to Moses face to face [acknowledgment], as one speaks to a friend [respect]” (Ex 33:11). And our ability to focus on the relational level is not limited to God. Life is imparted to others when we focus on the relational level with those we care about.


    Understanding how words impart life plays a significant role in fostering community. Social critic Marilyn McEntyre argues that foundational to forming relationships with others is our ability to reclaim a sacred perspective of language.


    A large almost sacramental sense of the import and efficacy of words can be found in early English usage, where conversation appears to have been a term that included and implied much more than it does now: to converse was to foster community, to commune with, to dwell in a place with others. Conversation was understood to be a life-sustaining practice, a blessing, and a craft to be cultivated for the common good.15


    Imparting life through our words is a craft that involves the ability to offer a blessing rather than curse, seeking common ground rather than exploiting differences, and being committed to dwell with others in community. Seen in this way, our conversations can be life-sustaining.


    One dramatic example of life-sustaining speech occurred during a churchwide prayer meeting I attended for a gravely ill pastor. While living in North Carolina, one of our pastors, Greg, was in the last stages of a long fight with cancer. In desperation, the church gathered to pray for healing. While Greg was too sick to attend, his two sons came to the meeting. For various reasons, the two boys had stopped attending church and were struggling with their faith. At the end of the meeting it was announced that Greg had unexpectedly shown up and wanted to address the crowd. He looked frail as he slowly walked to the microphone. In a weak voice he thanked us for coming and our prayers.


    I will never forget what happened next. He specifically singled out two great men of faith who had stood by him during his illness and treatment, saying, “These godly men are here for me and I lean on their faith.” We all assumed he was speaking about the other two pastors in the audience. He then invited the two men—his sons—to come up and join him. The father knew they were struggling with faith but made the decision to publically impart life into them by speaking to their reality as children of God. He reminded them who they were, not how they were currently struggling. Watching them stand next to their father—literally holding him up—I saw them transformed into Christlike comforters.


    The same strategy is used by the apostle Paul in his shifts between the indicative and imperative moods in his writing. The indicative mood indicates the way things are, while the imperative mood focuses on the potential fulfilling of commands. For example, in his letter to the Colossian church the first two chapters are written in the indicative mood, reminding the readers of the freedoms they have in Christ. The next two chapters shift to the imperative mood, laying out commands for holy living.


    The turning point in the letter comes when he starts chapter three by stating, “You have been raised with Christ [indicative]. . . . Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature [imperative]” (Col 3:1, 5). Like Greg with his two sons, Paul reminds his readers of who they are and what they can become. Similarly, we impart life by reminding those with whom we struggle of unchanging truths—I am committed to you as a spouse, you are my daughter, we are both committed to this organization—as we seek to resolve differences and obey biblical commands to pursue peace.


    Imparting life is not regulated to dramatic moments of battling cancer but can also be seen in simply offering a well-timed compliment. According to stereotype, women are inept at reading a map or parking a car. University of Warwick psychologist Zachary Estes set out to discover if a little confidence could overcome years of sexist jokes. He recruited 545 students for a series of experiments utilizing a 3-D rotation task that measured a person’s ability to negotiate spatial challenges such as parallel parking. In one experiment, the researchers complimented or criticized a participant’s skills in an unrelated task before administering the parking test.


    When women were complimented before the parallel parking challenge, their confidence grew and their ability to park improved markedly. Estes concluded, “Our research suggests that by making a woman feel better about herself, she’ll become better at spatial tasks. So a little bit of confidence-boosting may go a long way when it comes to reversing the car into a tight parking spot.”16 In other words, imparting life can have immediate and tangible results in influencing how others see themselves.


    However, the proverb warns us that death is equally present in the tongue.


    Imparting Death


    In graphic language Paul warns his readers to stop imparting death: “If you bite and devour each other, watch out or you will be destroyed by each other” (Gal 5:15). Is it really possible to destroy another person emotionally or psychologically through words? Two powerful examples show the devastating impact our communication can have.


    Kerry Fraser is one of hockey’s most respected referees, and he describes how even the most hardened athlete can be deeply affected by words. Claude Lemieux made his living by scoring goals and taunting the opposition. He relished earning the title of most hated player in hockey. And it seemed that nothing bothered him. In 1995 he won the Conn Smyth Trophy as playoff MVP and led the New Jersey Devils in winning the Stanley Cup. He was also going through a bitter and public divorce. During one playoff game, an opposing player goaded Lemieux by referencing his divorce and estranged wife. During a stoppage of play, Lemieux skated up to Fraser, visibly shaken with tears in his eyes, pleading with him to tell this player to stop. Fraser notes that no physical injury could have stopped Lemieux in his quest for the cup. Yet verbal taunts not only took him off his game but emotionally unraveled him.


    The same impact can be seen in racial slurs. In their book Hate Hurts, educators Caryl Stern-LaRossa and Ellen Hofmeimer-Bettmann collect narratives from students who have felt the devastating impact of racism. One teen shares his reaction to a slur: “One hint of black and they call you nigger. They say, ‘All them look the same.’ It hurts so much you just want to rip all your skin off and jump into a new one. You wish you were never that color and never born sometimes.”17


    What’s more, the ability to disseminate racial taunts and hurtful words has been augmented by technology. Cyberbullying is the use of information technology to intimidate, threaten or embarrass others, and one in ten parents worldwide reports that his or her child has been cyberbullied—twenty-four percent say they know of a child in their community who has been cyberbullied.18 While there is no physical violence involved in these incidents, the words cause deep emotional scars with sometimes lethal effect. Researchers note that eight to twelve percent of middle school children who have been cyberbullied have contemplated taking their own lives after being exposed to such demeaning messages.19


    Because words can hurt us deeply and even cause us to regret our existence, the apostle Paul firmly commands his readers to “not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths” (Eph 4:29). The word “unwholesome” suggests something rotten and unfit for use. During Paul’s time this common word was used to describe food that had rotted and thus was quickly discarded. Paul is saying that communication infected with bitterness, anger, wrath, malice or slander should be viewed as rotted, unfit for use, and “put away” (Eph 4:31 ESV). To drive this point home to my students I once devised an odd assignment. During the first day of class I gave each student a ripe banana with instructions not to eat it. Rather, the students were to watch the banana rot during the semester. I also asked them to keep a journal recording observations about their speech. Here are some of their observations:


    “I have noticed a slow progression to rottenness that the banana is taking; I am sure that it will soon look absolutely horrendous, but for the moment it is not terrible. A blackening banana is only the beginning of the process of rotting. I do not like the thought of my mouth being on the same track as this banana.”


    “After much thought, I’ve come to realize that my tone can be just as rotted as my actual speech.”


    “One of the trickier things is humor because it often involves tearing people down but is covered in a joke. To me it is a deceptive way to tear people down and is just as bad.”


    “I noticed within myself that, as I become more desensitized to language, the more it allows me to become more lax in other areas. The more rotten a banana gets, the easier it is for it to ooze out all the rotten fruit.”


    As I watched my own banana begin to deteriorate, I was reminded to monitor my own words for the day. Midsemester my son found the plastic bag containing the banana and was so disgusted that he threw it away! His reaction mirrors Paul advice to us. To avoid infected speech, Paul tells us to get rid of it (Eph 4:31). In contrast, he tells us to edify each other by sharing only what is “helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen” (Eph 4:29). Edifying speech is both uplifting and instructive, affirming and corrective.


    One student’s reflection particularly stood out to me. In the following entry she considers how words shape her self-talk.


    “I was reflecting on my speech today when I realized that this speech doesn’t only pertain to what I say in a conversation or to others. Rotten speech also includes the things I tell myself. Though I do not say thoughts out loud, the things I think about myself can be rotten. Most of the things I tell myself are rotten.”


    How is it that words so deeply influence how we think about ourselves? Why are we so susceptible to their influence?


    Why Do Words Have Such an Impact?


    Cultural studies scholar Judith Butler asks these provocative questions: “Could language injure us if we were not, in some sense, linguistic beings who require language in order to be? Is our vulnerability to language a consequence of our being constituted within its terms?”20 If Butler is correct that we are linguistic beings, how does language form us?


    Communication scholars Ronald Adler, Lawrence Rosenfeld and Russell Proctor II argue that it is primarily through language that our self-concept and self-esteem are established. Self-concept is a collection of perceptions one holds about oneself. “One way to understand self-concept is to imagine a special mirror that not only reflects physical features, but also allows you to view other aspects of yourself—emotional states, talents, likes, dislikes, values, roles, and so on,” these writers explain.21 Self-esteem is a positive or negative evaluation of those personal perceptions. For example, while you may perceive yourself to be quiet in social settings (self-concept), do you view that as a positive or negative trait (self-esteem)? If you perceive yourself as an assertive communicator, do you view that as a good thing?


    Most researchers agree that our self-concept does not exist at birth but arises as we communicate with those around us. The term “reflected appraisal” is used by researchers to suggest that we mirror the opinions of significant others, or those we deem important to us. Children growing up with stable, supportive parents tend to form healthy self-concepts, whereas children influenced by unstable, unsupportive parents tend to adopt negative self-concepts resulting in low self-esteem. Some researchers have even adopted the phrase “Michelangelo phenomenon” to express how our interaction with others emotionally sculpts our impression of who we are and how we view ourselves. Once our self-concept is firmly established, it is difficult to change. Individuals with low self-esteem often seek out and associate with others who have low self-esteem, and vice versa. When we encounter information that challenges our self-concept we often ignore or discount it.


    But it is possible for our view of ourselves to change. There are four requirements, all rooted in communication, for this kind of change to occur. First, the person offering new information must be someone we deem competent; he or she must have the necessary ethos or credibility to change our self-concept. For example, while we appreciate our spouse’s praise of our work, it might not carry the same weight as our supervisor’s assessment. Second, the appraisal must be highly personal. It will mean little to our self-concept if our superior praises the entire department’s work ethic rather than specifically highlighting our contribution. Third, appraisals must be reasonable in light of what we already think about ourselves. If a boss informs us that our report is the best-written and most insightful one he or she has read in thirty years, we may discount it as hyperbole. Simply put, we don’t perceive that we are that good a writer. Last, appraisals must be both consistent and numerous. If our superior consistently tells us our reports are of high quality, we may begin to believe it and our self-concept is slowly altered.


    If we are followers of Christ it can be meaningful to ask if God meets the four qualifications to impact self-concept. Do I view God as competent? Do I believe he loves me as a unique individual? In light of what I believe about myself (perhaps that I’m unlovable due to current struggles or lack of faith), do I think it reasonable that I am a beloved child of God? Do I consistently feel God’s love toward me either via the Scriptures or the Holy Spirit?


    A powerful step in reclaiming the power of words is embracing the idea that the self-concepts of those we care about and want to have meaningful conversations with can be significantly shaped by our words. A friend of mine who speaks at marriage conferences once said that eventually you get the spouse you deserve because you have molded him or her over time.


    Anticipating the Power of Words


    In the early 1920s a young communication scholar, I. A. Richards, wanted to help people understand why communication between two individuals often goes poorly. After years of research he argued that the foundational cause of interpersonal conflict was an inability to anticipate how one’s words would affect a conversation. His remedy was a concept called “feedforward.” Feedforward is the “process of anticipating the effects of communication and adapting to these anticipated effects in advance of actually communicating with others.”22


    In order to participate in this process we need to have an idea of a person’s experiences, beliefs, values and core convictions before we engage him or her in conversation. How does this person feel about the topic I want to discuss? What is her conviction about the issue? How did she arrive at this conviction? How will she respond if I challenge it? In what areas do we agree? What words or tone will push her away? Simply put, feedforward is anticipatory feedback. If I don’t know how my words will impact a person then I cannot adapt my communication effectively (we’ll look at these questions more closely in section two). Rather than simply confronting the person, perhaps I need to gather information first.


    One of the most dramatic examples of feedforward found in the Scriptures is James’s admonishment to curb our tongues. He candidly tells us that our tongues are a “restless evil, full of deadly poison” (Jas 3:8). While he does not give us specific suggestions, he does ask us to engage in feedforward by vividly imagining the impact of our speech. He commands us to envision a forest that has been ravaged by one small spark—smell, taste and see the destruction. A few years ago our local high school was burned by California wildfires. The fires consumed one building, destroyed all shrubbery and landscaping, turned trees black, filled classrooms with thick, black smoke and covered the entire campus in ashes. Even today, when dropping off my kids, I can still see the blackened evidence of those fires. “The tongue also is a fire,” James reminds us (Jas 3:6). In fact, it is a conduit of the very fires of hell. The key, he concludes, is to imagine or anticipate the verbal fire our words can cause and put a tight rein on the tongue.


    Conclusion


    Citizens of the town of Middleborough, Massachusetts, were so frustrated by public profanity that they voted 183 to 50 to issue tickets for public obscenity and profanity. The proponents of the law compared crude language to verbal vandalism and argued that words can rob others of a sense of peace and community.23 What if you or I lived in a town that not only gave out tickets for negative or coarse communication but commendations for life-giving words? At the end of the year, would you or I have more citations or commendations? If we are serious about engaging those we care about in constructive conversations, we must first assess what type of communicator we’ve become—imparting life or death—and reclaim a respect for the damage our words can do to ourselves and others.


    Summary


    The essential first step in handling difficult conversations is to reclaim a healthy respect for the power of words.


    Power of words


    Reckless words are like a piercing sword (Prov 12:18) that can crush a person’s spirit (Prov 15:4) or even break a bone (Prov 25:15).


    The tongue is a lethal weapon to others and ourselves.


    God’s view of our speech


    Four communicative acts disgust God: haughty eyes, a lying tongue, a false witness and a person who stirs up dissension (Prov 6:17-19).


    At the end of our lives we will held accountable for every careless word uttered (Mt 12:36).


    Words impart life


    The uniqueness of human speech is that we can use words to impart life to both God and others.


    In early English usage to converse with a person was a life-­sustaining practice.


    Words impart death


    The apostle Paul commands us not to let any unwholesome talk come out of our mouths (Eph 4:29).


    Unwholesome speech equals rotted communication filled with anger, bitterness, malice and slander.


    Why do words have such impact?


    “Reflected appraisal” means we tend to mirror the opinions of significant others.


    The “Michelangelo phenomenon” is the idea that interaction with others sculpts our impression of who we think we are and how we think others view us.


    There are four requirements for a person’s appraisal to change how we view ourselves: (1) the person is someone we deem important, (2) the appraisal is highly personal, (3) the appraisal is reasonable, and (4) the appraisal is consistent and numerous.


    Anticipating the power of words


    “Feedforward” means anticipating the effects of our communication on others and adapting our speech in advance.
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