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"If you could secretly push a button and thereby eliminate any person with no repercussions to
yourself, would you do it?" No, you don't have to raise your hands. That was the question
posed by Psychology Today to its readers back in 1983.  Believe it or not, if you said, “No, you
would be in the distinct minority. 69% of responding males said, “Yes.” So did 56% of
women.   [http://mentalhelp.net/psyhelp/chap7/chap7b.htm]   Granted that was over twenty years
ago, but I really don't think that the results would be much different today. 

On Friday evening I went to see the movie – Hotel Rwanda. The movie tells the powerful story
of one man's heroic actions by which he saved over a thousand lives. Those brave actions are
set  against the unrestrained hatred and anger of a bitter civil war during which  almost a
million persons were killed, many of them women and children. 

Of course we know that such violent behavior is not an isolated occurrence.  The Holocaust of
Germany, the killing fields of Cambodia, the ethnic cleansing of Bosnia, and now in Darfur are
all painful reminders of human depravity. Nor does all such violence happen far away. Pick up
any morning paper – what stories do we read? Murder, mayhem and violence often fueled by
uncontrolled anger and rage.

Once again, this morning, I almost find myself overwhelmed by the topic. There are just so
many facet to the issue . . . there are so many questions that we could explore.

Road rage and going postal have become common phrases in our vocabulary. In-your-face
trash talk was once the hallmark of professional wrestling. Now it is an accepted part of most
sports. On Friday, Temple University's basketball coach John Chaney was suspended for
sending in a 'goon' who deliberately fouled another player breaking his arm in the process. 

We could talk about the many, varied reasons for anger . . . the betrayal of a spouse . . . the
self-destruction of a child . . . the driver who passes and then suddenly swerves into our lane
cutting us off . . . the husband who constantly berates his wife and children . . . 

We could talk about the ways we show anger. Some of us are turtles and some of us are
skunks. Turtles pull inward and try to hide. Skunks just spray a stink over everyone. But is the
cold silent anger any less damaging than the hot verbal kind?

We could talk about the physiological changes our bodies experience when we get angry. Our
muscles tighten . . . our stomachs knot . . . our breathing becomes faster . . . our heart pumps
harder . . . 

We could talk about the free-floating anger that often accompanies clinical depression and
other mental illnesses.

Anger is a difficult topic to address. I know times when I have been very angry. I know times
when I have been on the receiving end of some else's anger. Anger is an emotion that scares us.
I don't like being the object of someone else's anger. I don't like to be angry . . . but yes, I do
have to admit that sometimes I have lost control and others have been the recipient of my
anger. 

We could talk about those times when anger might . . . just might be justified. After all, anger
can be a powerful motivator that helps us to speak up against injustice and that helps us to
work for changes that need to be made.

Based in part on these words of Jesus, we are tempted to believe that as Christians we “Just
don't do it.” But what do we do with this very powerful, often very irrational emotion? This
morning, I would invite you to look with me as we try to unpack these words of Jesus. Let's try
to listen and to apply them to our own lives, listening to what the Spirit of God has to say to
each one of us. 

You are important to God and to us.
Feel free to share your thoughts,
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questions at:
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But before we do, let me say that again this morning I am continuing the series Guideposts for
Kingdom Living. Together we have been looking at the life and the teachings of Jesus as
found in the Gospel of Matthew. What did Jesus tell us . . . what does Jesus have to teach us
about living as God designed and created us to live?

So back to the question, what do we do with this very powerful, often very irrational emotion
we call anger? What did Jesus say? (Matthew 5:21-26)

21“You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ‘You shall not murder’; and
‘whoever murders shall be liable to judgment.’ 22But I say to you that if you are angry
with a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment; and if you insult a brother or
sister, you will be liable to the council; and if you say, ‘You fool,’ you will be liable to the
hell of fire.

 Those are very strong words. With those words Jesus reminded his listeners (and us) that
murder does not occur out of the blue . . . spontaneously . . . well . .  it just happened. No,
murderous actions are preceded by murderous thoughts. Jesus invites us to look in the
innermost rooms of our hearts . . . what motivates us? What drives us to be the people we are?
What are the thoughts . . . what are the mental tapes that we keep playing over again and
again? Are we wallowing in self-pity and angry thoughts? Are those angry thoughts just breed
more and more angry thoughts?

So what do we do about it? So what do we do about it? How do we break the cycle of anger
and violence? Let's read on (vs. 23)

23So when you are offering your gift at the altar, if you remember that your brother or
sister has something against you, 24leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be
reconciled to your brother or sister, and then come and offer your gift.

Broken relationships are a serious barrier to spiritual health. Do we know that? The quality of
our connection to God is dependent upon the quality of our connections to our sisters and
brothers. Writing some years later, the Apostle John would say it this way (I John 4:20 & 21):

20Those who say, “I love God,” and hate their brothers or sisters,£ are liars; for those
who do not love a brother or sister£ whom they have seen, cannot love God whom they
have not seen. 21The commandment we have from him is this: those who love God must
love their brothers and sisters£ also.

Then Jesus continues (vs. 25)
 25Come to terms quickly with your accuser while you are on the way to court with him, or
your accuser may hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the guard, and you will be
thrown into prison. 26Truly I tell you, you will never get out until you have paid the last
penny.

1) First step . . . admit it. 2) Deal with it. Is that easy? Of course not! Too often we pretend
that is. Working on this business of forgiveness is hard work. But to ignore these words is to
build our own prison, to lock the door and to throw away the key. 

Please note – the point is not to prove who is right and who is wrong. We had a parishioner in
our last congregation who many years before had had an argument with his daughter. He once
told me –“I told her never to come back unless she was prepared to apologize and to ask for
forgiveness.” His daughter never came. What is the price of pride? Is it worth a broken
relationship? Is it worth crippling our relationship with God?

Then Jesus says something even more remarkable. (vss. 38ff.)
38“You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ 39But I say
to you, Do not resist an evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the
other also; 40and if anyone wants to sue you and take your coat, give your cloak as well;
41and if anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile. 42Give to everyone who
begs from you, and do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow from you.
43“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’
44But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 45so that you



may be children of your Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the
good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous. 46For if you love those who
love you, what reward do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the same? 47And if
you greet only your brothers and sisters,£ what more are you doing than others? Do not
even the Gentiles do the same? 48Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.

These are perhaps some of the most difficult teachings of Jesus that we find in the Bible. I
have no intention of trying to soften them down, to make them more acceptable to our modern
ears. What can it possibly mean? The first phrase of course is well know. It is an ancient legal
principle that has been a central part of legal codes at least as far back as the Laws of
Hammurabi (1800 B.C.) But Jesus wants to discover another level of life . . . another level of
love . . . another level of existence.

Let me tell you a story . . . During the summer of 1971, between my Junior and Senior year of
college, I lived for the summer in New York City. It wasn't the first time I had lived in a city. I
had lived and worked in Pittsburgh during the summer of 1968.  But even with that experience,
in 1971 I was still just a country boy living in the big city. 

During that summer I was the counselor for a day camp. These camps were run by the city and
were meant to provide something for the kids of the city to do. On the whole it was a good
experience. I had about a dozen boys in my group. Two of the boys, James and Ramon were
constantly scrapping. Ramon was ten and was the larger of the two boys. James was eleven. In
each other's face throughout the ten week program. Over and over again I was pulling them
apart. Along about week nine, James and Ramon were at each other again. The other boys
were egging them on, “Come on Mr. Miller, let them fight.” I looked at Louis, my junior
counselor who said, “Sure, why not.” 

Reluctantly, I agreed that the boys could fight. I told them the rules. The fight would continue
until one boy said “Uncle”. The fight began and they seemed evenly matched. Two boys
tussling on the ground, neither one doing a whole lot of damage to the other. Finally, James got
on top and he was pounding away hitting Ramon until finally, at last Ramon cried, “Uncle.”
But James just kept swinging. I told James to stop, and he just kept hitting. Finally, I grabbed
James by the back of the neck and dragged him off. As I did Ramon rolled over on his back
and kicked James and they were ready to go at it all over again. That fight convinced me that
fighting really solved nothing.

As I look at our world today, in so many conflicts, I see those two young boys, each too angry
and too scared to believe that there can be any good in the other.

So what do we do instead? Are we willing to pray for the other person? Prayer can do
wonders. Prayer is not asking God to straighten them out and make them nice to me. God work
in their life. Bless them. Help them to experience your love and goodness. Pray for ourselves
that we might be the means by which others experience God's love.

As we do we will discover something very amazing. As the other person is drawing closer to
God . . . as I am drawing closer to God we are in fact drawing closer to one another.

I will not claim that any of this will be easy. But as we do, God will bless our efforts and we
will know the power and the love of the Risen Christ.

 – Amen – 


