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Words Can Hurt

Sticks and stones can break my bones, but words can never hurt me – Anonymous 

How seldom we weigh our neighbor in the same balance with ourselves. – Thomas ?a Kempis

“Sticks and stones can break my bones, but words can never hurt me.” Most of us can probably remember saying that as young children when someone said something hurtful to us. But inside we knew that it wasn’t really true – those words did hurt. In fact, the external physical scars from the sticks and stones often healed much faster than the internal wounds from the words.

Robert Fisher, in his book “Quick to Listen, Slow to Speak,” speaks of how harmful critical words can be. They tear the victim apart, especially when the criticism comes from someone close, someone looked up to, someone loved. Harsh words can destroy our feelings of self worth and can permanently damage our emotional hearts.

A famous Christian counselor recalls an incident that burned the impact of harsh words in his mind. In his early years he had a friend whose ears were inclined away from the side of his head, making them appear larger. One day in school others started making fun of him and his “elephant” ears. Although he laughed it off, the “future counselor” could tell his friend was hurt. And what made it worse, he didn’t stick up for his friend. The counselor will always remember that incident and regret his failure to speak up for his friend.

Last week we discussed the importance of courtesy, especially in the home. And yet that is often where we tend to level our harshest and most critical words. In a fit of anger over incomplete homework we tell our children “You will never amount to anything,” and then we wonder later on why they don’t. When they make a mess, we harshly tell them “now look what you did,” and then later are called by the police about what they did. We often treat our spouse the same way, harshly criticizing a minor mistake that would have gone unnoticed at work.

Obviously, we can’t be involved with children or others without periodically confronting negative situations, but we must learn to address the problem and not attack the person. Say “I don’t like [a particular behavior]” rather that “I don’t like you to do that.” They just hear “I don’t like you.”

We all need to be reminded frequently of the very well known but often forgotten impact of negative words. The following poem by Dorothy Law Noite entitled “Children Learn What They Live” brings the point home very well.

           If a child lives with criticism,
            he learns to condemn.
           If a child lives with hostility,
            he learns to fight.
           If a child lives with fear,
            he learns to be apprehensive.
           If a child lives with pity,
            he learns to feel sorry for himself.
           If a child lives with ridicule,
            he learns to be shy.
           If a child lives with jealousy,
            he learns what envy is.
           If a child lives with shame,
            he learns to feel guilty.
           If a child lives with encouragement,
            he learns to be confident.
           If a child lives with tolerance,
            he learns to be patient.
           If a child lives with praise,
            he learns to be appreciative.
           If a child lives with acceptance,
            he learns to love.
           If a child lives with approval,
            he learns to like himself.
           If a child lives with recognition,
            he learns that it is good to have a goal.
           If a child lives with sharing,
            he learns about generosity.
           If a child lives with honesty and fairness,
            he learns what truth and justice are.
           If a child lives with security,
            he learns to have faith in himself and in those about him.
           If a child lives with friendliness,
            he learns that the world is a nice place in which to live.
           If you live with serenity,
            your child will live with peace of mind.
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