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We have been looking at “Fruit of the Spirit” this fall, the 
qualities that Paul says will manifest when the Holy Spirit 
enters our hearts. Today’s topic is “gentleness.” But why, 
then, did I title the sermon ”prautes?”To answer that, let me 
start way in the corner, and move towards the center. 
 
Did you know that air-traffic controllers and international pilots 
always communicate with each other in English? It’s been that 
way for 70 years; even if the airport is in Italy and the pilot 
from Germany, the landing instructions will be in English, and 
you must pass a proficiency test in the necessary terms to 
receive a license in either profession. 
 
The reason is obvious—genuine communication is essential, 
and English is the “lingua franca” of the modern age, which is 
to say the “bridge language;” more people speak English as a 
first or second language than any other tongue. 
 
There was a time, say 500 years ago, when Latin served that 
purpose. That’s why scientists, such as the Englishman Sir 
Isaac Newton, and philosophers, like the Frenchman René 
Descartes, produced their writings in Latin. Though eminent 
thinkers throughout Europe might have varying native 
tongues, by using Latin they were assured of communication 
with their peers. 
 
In the early days of the Church, when the New Testament of 
the Bible was written down—the four Gospels, The Acts of the 
Apostles, the various letters of Paul and others, and 
Revelations—in those days, the “lingua franca” was Greek. 
Though the Roman empire was expanding, and already ruled 
the Middle East, its language, Latin, was not yet predominant. 
In fact, Greek was still an official language of the eastern part 
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of the empire. Greek was probably Paul’s first language, 
growing up as he did in the Hellenized city of Tarsus. As a 
Pharisee, he could at least read Hebrew, though when he 
quotes the Jewish scriptures in his letters, he uses the ancient 
Greek translation know as the Septuagint. 
Now the first language of Jesus and the Disciples was 
Aramaic, which evolved from Hebrew. But Peter and the other 
Galilean fishermen surely knew some marketplace Greek in 
order to sell their fish in the Decapolis, the ten Greek-
speaking towns on the southern shores of the Sea of Galilee. 
 
Sp Paul wrote all his letters in fluent Greek (even his letter to 
the Romans) and the Gospel writers chose Greek—perhaps a 
their second language—in order to reach the widest possible 
audience. The Bible was not translated into Latin until 382, 
and the English translation we know as the King James 
Version dates from 1611. When we read our New Testament 
today, we are reading an English translation of the Greek 
translation of the Aramaic words of Jesus, or the English 
translation of Paul’s Greek epistles, and our beloved King 
James Version is over 400 years old. 
 
Translations always pose special problems, and a case in 
point is the attribute we are looking at today, that is a “Fruit of 
the Spirit” in the Letter to the Galatians. Paul uses the word 
“prautes” (pra-oo-tace)—The King James Version translates 
this as “meekness;” the same word it uses in its translation of 
the Beatitudes in Matthew: “the meek shall inherit the earth.” 
 
If you have had trouble understanding that Beatitude, as I 
have, it may be because the meaning of “meek” seems to 
have changed over the last 400 years. “Meek” used to mean 
“humble, patient, unresentful under injury or reproach,” but 
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now, to most of us, it has the connotation of "timid, shy, and 
weak.” We say “meek as a mouse.” which seems like a 
negative attribute rather than a positive one. Though many 
newer English translations retain the time-honored “blessed 
are the meek,” some recent translations say “God blesses the 
humble” or “Blessed are the gentle;” these up-to-date 
translations seem closer to Jesus’s meaning. 
[NLT,NCV,NASB] 
 
Returning to this quality that Paul lists as a Fruit of the Spirit, 
“prautes,” almost all English translations now abandon the 
word “meekness,” preferring “gentleness; a few use “humility” 
or “tolerance.” The fact is, there is not actually a word in 
English that corresponds to the Greek “prautes.” 
 
Perhaps this context will explain the issue: “prautes” is a word 
that can be used to describe a wild animal that has been 
tamed. Say a magnificent stallion, that once threatened the 
life of anyone who attempted to ride it, has become 
domesticated, and now pulls a plow to help the village grow 
food to sustain itself—that animal loses none of its strength, 
but channels that strength for the common good, in a helpful, 
productive way. “Prautes” actually refers to a gentle strength, 
with the word “strength” underlined. An animal described this 
way, though still powerful, is no longer destructive, but has 
learned to control its instincts in order to live in harmony with 
others. 
 
So when Paul says “prautes” is a Fruit of the Spirit, he means 
not “meekness” and not just “gentleness,” but a “gentle 
strength.” 
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Who might I think of, who has epitomized gentle strength in 
my lifetime? First, I think of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., whose 
mighty hand I shook when I was twelve years old, when he 
visited a church I attended in Philadelphia. A few years later, 
when I was a teenager in Chicago in 1966, Dr. King was 
marching with some followers in that city’s Marquette Park, to 
draw attention to the institutionalized slums that housed much 
of the African-American population. At that time. “restrictive 
covenants” were still legal, and realtors could refuse to sell 
properties to blacks, in nicer neighborhoods where they might 
choose to live, simply because of their race. The march was 
swarmed by 700 white protestors, who hurled bricks, bottles, 
and rocks. One of the rocks hit Dr. King, and he went down. 
As the Chicago Tribune reported, “The blow knocked King to 
one knee and he thrust out an arm to break the fall. He 
remained in this kneeling position, head bent, for a few 
seconds, until his head cleared”—yet, despite the abuse that 
Dr. King received throughout his life, he proceeded always 
with dignity and strength; he maintained his non-violent 
campaign for social justice until his martyrdom two years later. 
President Lyndon Johnson signed the Fair Housing Act into 
law on April 11, 1968, one week after King’s death. Though 
King is now considered an American hero, and we even 
celebrate his birthday every year, he was not always so well 
regarded during his lifetime; still, Dr. King always displayed 
“prautes,” a gentle strength. 
 
We all know people who are examples of gentle strength. 
Many of you knew my mother, and perhaps met my father, 
both examples in my life of gentle strength: strong in their 
commitment to social justice, yet gentle and humble in every 
encounter. I think of Helen Mate’s father, Rev. Dan Boxwell, 
an upright man whose deadpan sense of humor framed his 
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gentleness and humility, and his wife, Jessie, always cheerful, 
strong and gentle. I think of the late Tom Otto, as gentle a 
man as you could meet, yet strong in his faith and convictions. 
Yes, men and women of gentle strength, of “prautes,” are all 
around us, and through them, we see the Holy Spirit at work. 
 
Lord, teach us all to invite the Holy Spirit to enter our hearts, 
that we may exhibit its fruit, in service to You. Amen. 


