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When I think too long about my difficulties, the apostle Paul gives me a sideways glance. He is the same 
Paul whose Areopagus sermon was dismissed and who endured shipwrecks. He could be upbeat in his 
letters from prison, being punished for his ‘nuisance’ preaching. Amid all this he encourages us still: 
“whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, 
whatever is gracious, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about 
these things,” Philippians 4:8. 
 
We depend on the power of words to lead us to the good, the true and the beautiful. Good and true and 
beautifully composed words, to be exact. More on this later. 
 
For people my age, learning is different from the efforts of the very young. There is an element of 
unlearning as styles and technologies are replaced by newer inventions. Twenty years ago on a Sunday, I 
was filling out a baptismal certificate in the parish office. A second grade girl poked her head around the 
corner and pointed to my desk. “What’s that?” she inquired. “An IBM Selectric Typewriter,” I replied. I 
myself had been using computers for sixteen years at that point. Even so, a Bic pen or a Ticonderoga 
No. 2 pencil are still my word processors daily.  
 
For the record, I am composing this column on a machine with much more computing power than 
Apollo 13 carried toward the moon. While this laptop device might open a window to news of disasters 
and ingratitude, it also helps to discover “whatever is lovely, whatever is gracious” in the arts and other 
noble human endeavors. To discover noble souls. 
 
No matter how much things change, we continually have to remind ourselves to look for what is true 
and good. We cannot take language for granted. And as time goes on, we have to be aware that what 
appears in print may not always be true, or good, or beautiful. Language can be used to destroy honest 
reputations and institutions. Language poisoned with falsehoods can impair thinking. Words matter. 
 
I marvel as I look back at my grammar classes, the diagrammed sentences, the twenty new English 
vocabulary words each day for months on end. I am grateful for my teachers, and just as much for my 
competitive classmates.  
 
All this might explain why I am rereading The Elements of Style by William Strunk, Jr., and E.B. White, 
Fourth Edition. It reminds me that clear and truthful writing is as difficult as it is worthwhile. It reminds 
me to take pride in crafting sentences, and to have mercy on my readers. Its contents enhance my 
capacity to appreciate the incisiveness and skill of writers whom I may never meet.  
 
Priests for decades have known that continuing formation does not end with seminary days. Like nurses 
or electricians or mechanics or teachers, we know that improvement is a sign of respect for our 
customers, patients, students or parishioners. We have to return to the basics to reinforce what is 
effective, and to weed out bad habits. Writing and reading are central to my ministry.  
 



Lastly, if you are displeased by some opinion or construction contained here, you should know that I am 
only half finished with my reread of The Elements of Style. 


