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Sally Fristche, MDiv õ18 a candidate 
for ordination in the Unitarian 
Universalist tradition, preached this 
sermon as a finalist in the Billings 
Preaching competition during the 
weekly HDS Noon Service on April 
11, 2018. 
 
There is a certain way of speaking, 

and of writing, that you may have come across here 
at graduate school. Wait let me rephrase that, and 
maybe youõll see what I mean. There is a linguistic 
epistemological praxis, a reification of ostentatious 
expression, that the thinking subject may encounter 
in this particularized milieu. Sound familiar? I wish I 
were exaggerating, but there are times I face my 
assigned readings and feel utterly overwhelmed by 
unrecognizable vocabulary. It provokes some 
combination of insecurity and frustration. One part 
feeling stupid for not understanding, and one part 
angry at those who refuse to speak plainly. Theology 
is the practice of faith seeking understanding, but 
sometimes òunderstandingó seems to come at the 
cost of being understandable. I donõt think Iõm alone 
in this feeling, and this is what I want to talk about. 
 
A couple summers ago, a survey went around online. 
Maybe you remember it. It mapped the accents and 
dialects of the US. It asked questions about whether 
you say òsir-rupó or òsee-rup,ó whether you say 
òsodaó or òpop,ó òfireflyó or òlighting bug,ó then 
mapped out where your linguistic patterns best fit 
within the country. I canõt help but feel that if 
someone were to map out the use of words like 
òhermeneutics,ó or òreification,ó the map would 
show a narrow scattering of university campuses, and 
not much else. So who are we talking to? When we 
use this language, who are we talking to?  
 
Itõs not valueless. When we do intend to reach an 
academic audience, having just the right words 
brings us authority, clarity. We want to be as clear as 
possible, so we use words that were invented to 
discuss the specific phenomena we need to talk 
about. òHermeneutics,ó òintersectional,ó 
òpostmodern.ó There are certain conversations that 
can only take place when we lean on the shorthand 

that academia lends us. 
 
I think we also use these words sometimes just to 
prove we know them, prove we belong. Particularly 
those of us who have been made to feel inferior, 
unintelligent, un-authoritative: women, people of 
color, and anyone whoõs too often had to prove their 
belonging in academia. We seek to treat our creeping 
Impostor Syndrome with the mastery of jargon. It 
does give us real strength, a voice where we might 
otherwise be unheard. So Iõm not interested in 
condemning any particular type of language as 
wrong. I love words, and they all have their uses, 
even the obscure, even the pretentious ones.  
I only want to speak up on behalf of what is lost 
when we unthinkingly adopt this way of speaking, of 
being. 
 
Randall Munroe, a webcomic artist, once illustrated a 
blueprint of the Saturn 5 rocket, the rocket that 
successfully got us to the moon. This blueprint is 
labeled with explanations of the function of each 
part, and hereõs the twist: the explanations use only 
the thousand most common words in the English 
language. The blueprint is titled, òthe Up-Goer 
Five,ó because neither òsaturn,ó nor òrocketó are on 
the list of common words. The image includes, for 
example, gas-tanks labeled òthings holding that kind 
of air that makes your voice funny,ó and an arrow 
pointing to the thrusters with a note, òThis end 
should point toward the ground if you want to go to 
space.ó  
  
Itõs an exercise meant to be a bit silly, but, to be 
perfectly honest, itõs also the only reason I can now 
tell you how helium functions in the launching of a 
rocket. This stitching simpler words together to form 
a concept rather than reaching straight for technical 
terms, has value. Taking the longer path toward 
meaning, has value.  
 
I have adored the Up-goer Five ever since I first saw 
it, each component neatly labeled, simply explained. 
It takes something so far beyond my graspñspace 
travel, advanced aeronauticsñand makes it 
accessible to me. And I know itõs meant as a joke, 
but it feels more like a gift. Like someone has done 
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