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Every culture around the world has stories. Many of these stories are 
ancient, having been passed down through generations. While some argue a 
story’s value is only in its ability to entertain, others will say stories are conveyors 
of wisdom. I love stories; love collecting them, listening to them, and telling them. 
For me, the readings from scripture we just heard about wisdom and tongues 
makes today the perfect day for a story about tongues from East Central Africa 
called “Tongue Meat”. 

 There was once a king who ruled a large and prosperous country. Because 
his land was lush and fruitful, and the king was powerful, the king was incredibly 
wealthy. He was so wealthy could have anything he wanted. He ate the best and 
tastiest foods. His clothes were of the finest quality and most elaborate fabrics. 
His house was huge, grand, and impressive.  Yet despite his wealth, the king was 
troubled by his wife, who was sickly and sad. Nothing the king gave her seemed to 
make her happy. The most rare and delicious of delicacies prepared by special 
cooks did not make her happy. The largest and shiniest jewels that he had 
fashioned into necklaces, earrings, bracelets and rings did not made her happy. 
Even the most beautiful and elegant of clothing did not make her happy. Although 
the king tried everything he could think of, nothing he gave his wife nor anything 
he did for her made her happy.  

 One day, while the king was walking around his kingdom, he passed by the 
house of a poor man. The poor man happened to be outside with his wife. And 
the king could not take his eyes off the poor man’s wife. She was dressed in rags, 
had no jewelry, yet the poor man’s wife was a blossom of happiness; she was 
plump, healthy, and had a joyful expression. The king was envious of the health 
and happiness of the poor man’s wife, and demanded that the poor man tell him 
why his wife was so happy. The poor man replied that all he did to make his wife 
happy was to feed her tongue meat every day. 

 The wealthy king thought he now had the solution to his problem. And he 
hurried home to his many cooks and demanded they go to market place and buy 
every kind of tongue meat they could find, the rarer the better, the more 
expensive the better, and then commanded them to cook the tongue meat and 



feed it to his wife every day from then on. The cooks did as their king commanded 
them; they scoured the market place for the rarest and most sought after tongue 
meat, and prepared their purchases as best they could for the king’s wife. 

 The king waited expectantly as the days passed for his wife to become 
happy. Yet every day the king was disappointed, for even though his wife ate the 
tongue meat prepared by his cooks, she still wasn’t happy, and instead grew 
sadder and sadder. The king was furious. He returned to the poor man and 
demanded he switch wives with him. The poor man did not have a choice, and so 
took the king’s wife and gave the king his own happy and healthy wife. 

 The king thought for sure his troubles were now over. But his new wife, 
although showered with gifts of fine clothes, jewels, and food grew sadder and 
sadder every day, until she was just as unhappy as his first wife had been.  So the 
king went to find the poor man and his first wife to see if she was still sad. He 
found she had transformed into a plump, healthy and happy woman who smiled 
and laughed. 

 The king asked the woman, how she could be so happy with a husband who 
was so poor? The woman replied, “Every day this man you call poor talks to me, 
he tells me about his day, he sings to me, and tells me jokes, he never criticizes 
me when I make a mistake or makes me feel inadequate. Instead he encourages 
me and supports me in what I do, and asks me about my thoughts and dreams.” 

 When the king heard this, he finally realized what the poor man had meant 
when he said he fed his wife tongue meat every day, and the foolish king left the 
woman to her happiness.  

 It might be pretty easy to see how this story contains wisdom for lots of 
situations, not just for couples. Its wisdom could apply to parenting, friendships, 
teaching, even in business especially how owners or managers treat employees. 
And while this is a good story about how we treat each other is what creates our 
happiness, not the things we buy; it is also a good story reminding us about the 
power of words, what words mean, and how we live into that meaning. 

 Which brings us to our Gospel this morning, where it seems Peter had some 
difficulty hearing and accepting Jesus’ definition what being the Messiah means 
and what it means for those of us who follow him. This is an important turning 
point in Mark’s Gospel, because this is the first time Jesus claimed the title 
Messiah but not the role, at least not the role that his disciples and probably a 
whole lot of other people believed the Messiah was to fulfill.  



  Jesus was clear in what it meant to be the Messiah: it meant rejection, 
suffering, death, and rising to life after three days. This was nothing glamourous, 
nothing we would think of as rewarding. It sounds painful. Maybe even 
humiliating. And yet it also means hope, hope that such a horrible death is not the 
end, for resurrection life is the promise of what will follow and is what the 
Messiah is about. 

 Despite Jesus’ efforts, however, Peter seemed to miss that hopeful part and 
seemed to have more in common with the king from the story when he rebuked 
Jesus, or told him it shouldn’t be that way.  It sounds like Peter didn’t want Jesus 
to suffer.  

It might be easy to think Peter had his priorities out of line with Jesus’; that 
Peter was in this disciple thing only for power and glory. But I am not sure that 
was necessarily the case. Peter may have cared for Jesus, like any student might 
care for a favorite teacher, or how we care for a friend, or family member. No one 
wishes suffering for someone they care about, none of us enjoys seeing someone 
we love suffer. Even in the story of the wealthy and foolish king, he really did not 
want his wife to suffer, he wanted her to be happy. 

 Which might help us see Jesus’ rebuke to Peter in the Gospel as more than 
just a sharp retort. Jesus may have been reminding Peter that his place was 
behind him, following. That meant Peter did not get to call the shots, he didn’t get 
to control Jesus’ mission or ministry. Instead Peter got to follow Jesus, and had to 
fight his temptation to take over. 

 Maybe can relate to Peter’s desire to take over, especially if we can see a 
way to avoid suffering or can protect someone we love from suffering or going 
through a difficult time. Maybe we all might be able to relate to the well-meaning 
king who wanted happiness for his wife but didn’t know how or wasn’t willing to 
get to know her or spend meaningful time with her. Maybe there was something 
more to it, maybe Peter didn’t only not want Jesus to suffer, maybe Peter didn’t 
want to suffer either. 

 And that is totally and completely understandable and normal. Very few if 
any of us might find comfort in Jesus words about those who want to follow him 
having to take up that cross, that instrument of torture, humiliation and death.  
No one wants or asks for that. Especially since for far too long this very scripture 
reading has been used to keep people trapped in abusive situations, falsely 
promoting the idea that any suffering is Christ-like. That is just not true. 



Remember, Jesus healed people, he restored them to wholeness. Sometimes 
though, the people he healed got in trouble for what Jesus did. The man born 
blind is just one example. After Jesus healed him he was questioned by the 
religious leaders and certainly was not welcomed back to society with loving or 
open arms. In part because society wasn’t ready for the change Jesus had caused 
in the man. Yet his restored wholeness was a message of hope, even if some were 
not ready to receive it. 

 That is one kind of suffering Jesus may have been saying can be part of 
following him. Sometimes following Jesus means doing or saying something that 
not everyone is ready for, that won’t be liked by everyone. Which is why, as we 
heard in the Letter of James, our Epistle reading for today, we need to be careful 
about how what we say and do reflects our faith and belief. That is lesson the king 
learned in the story; to make his wife happy she did not need the stuff of power 
and wealth, which the king believed, she needed the respect and compassion of 
love, which the poor man believed. Love can’t be bought or bribed or 
commanded. It can be created by coming together, listening, respecting; sharing 
not just the good times but also the not so good times together. Because the king 
was not willing to do that, both he and his wife suffered, but if they had suffered 
through her sadness together, they might both have found happiness and love, 
which is another way of seeing the meaning in the story’s title: Tongue Meat. 

 The challenge and the hope of Jesus’ strong message to us today may be to 
prayerfully consider how our words and actions can be tongue meat. How can we 
with our words and actions reflect the love of God in Christ who is willing to suffer 
for us and with us? Maybe it might help us see suffering in a truer light, and be 
better able to discern if it is suffering that will bring us closer to God or if it is a 
situation that needs to be changed, and help us discern what change we need to 
make. Maybe Jesus’ words for us today might help us find the strength we need 
to say words that are not easy to say, but might help heal broken relationships. Or 
maybe Jesus’ words might lovingly challenge us to deepen our ministries here at 
Church of the Good Shepherd to fearlessly face the fear, hopelessness, confusion, 
depression, and sadness plenty of people grapple with every day as they struggle 
to find happiness in the midst of the complex world we live in. All are ways we can 
feed each other and those outside our doors tongue meat and help us discover 
how suffering can sometimes lead to new life.  


