LESSONS IN LIVING

       Working with the Emotions:  Anger

A St. Andrew’s Sermon

Delivered by Dr. Jim Rigby

February 1, 2009

First Scripture Reading: I Samuel 18:1-10 (The Inclusive Bible)

Second Scripture Reading: I Samuel 18:11-16 (The Inclusive Bible)

One night in South Africa, before Gandhi had even begun his justice work, he was kicked off a train, and he was sitting there shivering in the station all night long, trying to figure out what to do with his anger.  I think that’s a pretty good example of constructive use of anger, transforming that anger into the struggle for justice.

We’re beginning a series on the emotions, which are the basic energy of our life and of our being.  Life would be very poor without each of the emotions.  It would be dangerous without anger, and yet we know that anger can often hurt us.  What I will be doing throughout this series is to ask people in the room what that emotion feels like in their body.  You might think how it feels when you get very, very angry, where you feel it.  You often feel it in your blood, in your face.  Some of the imagery in scripture is of a hot face as being where anger takes place. 

Mastering the emotions is not like training a dog; it’s much more like mastering a great instrument, an instrument like the violin, so you don’t want to take a kind of factory mentality to this enterprise, but to think about how anger changes your view.  Obviously, anger can lead to a much shorter fuse on things, very often a simplification into black and white simplicity.  If you can remember how each emotion affects your vision, then that’s a way of understanding how that can be transformed into a virtue.  And that’s the theme of this series; that each of these emotions is a virtue in its raw form.  So anger is the virtue, justice, and we’re going to learn how to work with that energy.

When a child gets angry, if you’ll notice very carefully, they look around for someone to step in and make things better.  I think that’s how the Dirty Harry movies work.  You have the sense of someone in a very frustrating situation and there’s nobody stepping in to make things better.  Dirty Harry is trying to do the best he can do as a police officer, but there’s so much corruption and a lack of control from the top that he has to take the law into his own hands.  That’s true of practically every cop movie there’s ever been.  Professional wrestling is the same way, where in its golden heyday, the idea was that the referee was completely incompetent, and so the audience would get more and more frustrated as the good wrestler takes the cheap shots.  That idea of justice then is almost inherent in the anger that we feel, and the story like the one we’re listening to today is a way of illustrating that feeling and how it can hurt us and also how it can become the source of our strength.  

In our story today, Saul is king, and obviously he rose to power through violence, as most rulers through history have, but David now has stepped in and become a hero to the Israeli people, and there was a song going around that Saul had killed his thousands, but David has killed his tens of thousands.  So our story opens up with Saul sulking and going over that song, and saying, “People are saying that I have killed thousands, David has killed ten thousands, but where is that going to lead?  Obviously it’s going to lead to my overthrow, so I’ve got to kill David.”  He just fixates on David, the way anger does; it just hones in on some aspect of a situation or person.  The way it’s said in scripture, and this is again a reminder never to take scripture literally, is that God sent an evil spirit to Saul.  God sending an evil spirit?  And that again is a reminder that these are teaching stories, and the way we are trying to approach them is to learn the lessons of life.

When you want to know who you are, one of the ways you can learn that is through science.  You can go to a psychiatrist who can explain to you what’s happening from the outside in.  What the spiritual work is, is understanding yourself from the inside out.  When you take up scripture, its central purpose is not to tell you what to do; its central purpose is to tell you who you are. And what it’s going to do is go through multiple people, bunches of people, in this long story, and you see yourself stuck behind those eyes of Saul, crazy Saul.  And then you’re David, treacherous David…poetic, yes, but tricky and crafty.  

Did you see the movie “Slacker?”  Slacker is a movie about Austin, and in the movie you see all the wonderful people that are down there on the drag that have never plugged into reality in any way, shape, or form.  You’re seeing through different eyes; you start off with one person’s eyes and they’re going through and they’re doing their escape from life, and then another person takes up the baton and you’re in their eyes and you’re walking along, and you go through one crazy person after the other; wonderful people, crazy people, and then the movie’s over.  (laughter)  

Well, that’s kind of like the history section of the Bible, too…because that’s the only way that you can learn who you are from the inside out.  The stories are not saying that this is what God really wants for people; it’s saying this is how the people are hearing it.  You’re stuck inside their bodies, and when you go through the whole thing, you’ve lived multiple lives.  

In this story, Saul is sitting there with a spear.  Now David is this punk artist who’s just made you look really bad, because he would go fight Goliath and you wouldn’t, and you’re the warrior.  So all of a sudden you hear people singing this other guy’s name, and you’re terrified.  You see, that’s the underpinnings of the story, that you can only feel this from the inside out.  He’s not an evil person, he’s not even really angry, he’s scared, because this guy’s got what he doesn’t have, and he’s bluffing, and he knows it.  So he’s sitting there with this spear, and there’s David with his wavy hair, playing his lyre.  And there you are through the characters, sitting there with the spear in your hand.  

Now fortunately, if you’ve been in that situation, you didn’t throw the spear.  But we had someone in Sunday school this morning who said, “Well, I threw a brick.  Fortunately I missed.”  And the rest of us had different versions of that.  Some of us can remember those and some of us can’t.  If I cannot find Saul in me, I’m not there yet…if I cannot realize or remember that time when I almost threw my version of the spear.  

It may have been verbal.  Have you almost said something that would change your life forever?  The wonderful thing about scripture is it’s saying that your story is going to go on.  But Saul throws the spear for you so you can learn from that mistake hopefully without having to make the mistake.  What would have happened had you said that really ugly thing…or done that really horrible, horrible thing that you came so close to doing?  You were about to do it, but the phone rang.  Something distracted you.  And your life would have been forever altered.  That’s what these sacred stories can do.  The only way we can get to the kind of love that Jesus is trying to give us is to understand the whole human animal…all of it…and to realize when you’re reading these stories you are all of that.  That way, when you meet that person that has the spear in their hand, you’re going to recognize it.  And that’s going to make all the difference in the world as to whether you can help that person or not.  So science can tell you who you are from the outside in.  The sacred task of these stories is to tell you who you are from the inside out, but you cannot take them literally.  You cannot, cannot.  

There are so many of these stories that are linked to this thing.  Another version of the story that is just so horrible is David’s accepting the hand of marriage for his daughters, and the question is, what should the wedding gift be?  Saul says a hundred foreskins of the Philistines.  Can you imagine the wedding reception? (laughter)  How was your bridal shower?  (laughter)  Not so good.  It didn’t happen.  Right?  It’s OK; it didn’t happen.  

There’s another wonderful story where Saul is going to kill David, and the way he is going to do it is like in a James Bond film.  How is he going to kill James Bond?  He’s not going to shoot him, that would be too easy…suspend him with a rope…you know.  In this story, David is supposedly sleeping in bed.  The daughter realizes what is going to happen and puts a statue in the bed and goat hair on top of the statue and covers it up.  The King says, “Bring me the bed with him sleeping in the bed, and I’ll kill him that way.”  No way he’ll wake up as you carry him across town in bed! (laughter)  It’s a teaching story, right?  It’s ridiculous if you look at it historically.  It’s wonderful and illuminating and gives you the very truth you’re needing to know who you are if you go with the story from the inside out.  

Here we learn things about how anger distorts what we’re doing.  We have to be angry.  You’re not human if you can’t find your anger.  Somebody in Sunday school class today said that’s so wonderful.  What happens if you haven’t found your anger yet?  That’s bad, too.  This is assuming that you’ve found the anger.  And most of us have found that pretty well.  

One thing is that we focus on some small part of the situation.  When somebody has hurt you and wounded you, you will clip out that scene, like you do at the computer; you’ll clip it, you’ll enhance it and you’ll loop it.  You’ll play it over and over again…what they said.  How could they say that to you?  Turn the volume up.  That’s missing some words.  Let me put some words in there.  (laughter)  And it’s your brain doing it.  It’s not just you; that’s what we do!  When someone hurts us, we begin to focus on something small.  The difference between anger and justice is that justice lives in the whole.  It realizes that even if I win an argument with you, even if I could hurt you the way you hurt me, we still have to live in the same world and we’re still connected.  

Have you ever known people who got married, and before, they were so lovey-dovey, and then within a couple years, they’re just brutal.  It’s a trap we fall into.  What the story is teaching us is that even if you could come up with that perfect put-down in the argument, you’re going to wake up tomorrow with the same person.  Do you want them wounded or not?  Do you want a wounded elephant next to you?

So the first thing that we do with our anger - we love it, we embrace it, but when we get so small, we get tunnel vision and we try to find a wider horizon.  Then the second thing is you stretch out the time period.  Saul wants to throw that spear so badly he can taste it.  And he’s going to do it.  He’s not thinking about the past…the fact that this is a friend of his.  He’s not thinking of the future…that he’s going to lose everybody he loves when he throws that spear.  He can’t do that.  Incidentally, that’s why the advice, “Be here, be now” is so bad.  Because when you’re angry, that’s exactly where you’re at.  You’re right there right now; there’s no past, no future.  Now it’s good to be able to live in the present, to be able to get there, but that’s not a whole wisdom curriculum.  There are times when we have to remember the person that we’re about to hurt is the person we’ve said we love most of all.  And even if we don’t, we’re going to live in the same world, and we make the world a sadder place when we hurt each other.  So when we live in the whole, and when we live over time, then we don’t hurt each other, not for the personal reasons of our drama, but as a gift to the world.  

So part of it is the broader, part of it is the longer.  Anger loses the future; justice remembers the future and lives for the future.  

Have you ever been about to send an e-mail - got it ready to go, including the perfect put-down?  This thing’s going to be a torpedo.  Haven’t we all done that?  If you have a computer, and you have e-mail, my guess is that you’ve done that.  Because e-mail is really dangerous.  You can’t tell what the feelings are, what the emotions are, there’s no way to read in between the lines, although we do.  What is wrong with holding that e-mail for a day, and thinking about it?  That’s what scripture is talking about when it says, “Be slow to anger.”  Since you have a human heart, you’re going to feel all kinds of pain and frustration.  But why not cut yourself the slack of saying, “If I have something to say, I’ll give myself a fuse.  If tomorrow this feels good, I’ll send it.”  That’s not what we want to do, is it?  Boy, everything’s going to feel better if you can just get that out.  

But Saul lost his very self, he lost his balance; he lost the people he cared about.  When, like Saul, I hate another person, when I’m so angry that I fixate on you because of what you did, I may be completely right, but I lose my own center.  There’s a saying that whoever makes you angry, conquers you.  “Who angers you, conquers you,” I think is the way it’s said.  If somebody can punch your button, who’s in control?  It’s a great gift to yourself not to give anybody else the steering wheel to your heart.  And the fact that that person may be a creep is the least criterion you’d want to use to decide that you’re going to think about them all the time, you’re going to take all that poison into your heart and  just hold it there.  When we see Saul do it, we realize that we don’t want to do that ourselves.  

The truth that it teaches us is that he’s not really angry, he’s hurt.  Saul is not really angry; he’s bleeding on the inside.  When you use anger as a secondary remedy for hurt or fear, you can never get angry enough to heal.  Understand what I’m saying here?  When I’m really hurting or when I’m afraid, I can’t get angry enough to heal that.  That’s one of the lessons that whoever this lover of humankind that crafted this story is trying to give us.  

Saul couldn’t see it and we can’t see it.  When we get really angry, we can’t see ourselves in the mirror very well.  There was a saying that anger is like wine, it reveals you to everybody but yourself. (laughter)  Socrates had a weird thing.  He thought that before you elected any leader, you should see him drunk. (laughter)  Well, we’ve had a little experience with that, and I’m not sure it’s a really good test.  But we think we’re disguising ourselves, we think we’re tricking everybody.  It’s like Superman.  “Hi, I’m Superman.” (Whips off glasses) “Not anymore!” (laughter) “Nobody’s going to see through this disguise.” (laughter)  Right?  You just wonder how bad “The Daily Planet” was.  These are reporters.  (laughter)  Like Jimmy Olsen sitting there, “Well, you know, you never see Superman and Clark Kent in the same place, but I don’t know…” (laughter)  And isn’t it interesting that when Superman wanted to find a place that wouldn’t ask tough questions, he went to the American press? (laughter)  Sorry, I digress. (laughter)

What’s being said here is actually a gift of love, and it’s done through a different character…through a bunch of different characters.  There’s a part of you that isn’t bad at all, but it can get lost.  It can get lost in its anger and not be able to find its way back.  Thomas a Kempis used to say, “Why are you so angry at other people for not being who you want them to be, when you’re not who you want to be.”  You can’t control yourself, either, right?  So what these scriptures say is let’s cut ourselves some slack.  Cut yourself some slack first, and then realize that other people are just the same crazy animal that you are, and we just have to live in grace.  And what that does is put the anger in harness.  It’s owning who you are as a human being, and all the pain and all the joy, and it’s dedicating it to something larger.  You’re not sitting there all night rehearsing your anger.  You put that in harness to make it a happier world…to live a more loving life.  One of the great gifts you can give the rest of the world is to spend the rest of your days in your own skin.  Not fighting with somebody else who doesn’t know you that well, anyway, but to live in your own heart.  The difference between justice and anger is not so great. They start out in the same cradle.  The difference is that justice tries to see the whole and live in the whole.  It lives in its own skin and stays in harness, and it never gets disconnected from the other.

I want to close with a neat thought by Frederick Buechner:  

Of the seven deadly sins, anger is possibly the most fun.  To lick your wounds, to smack your lips over grievances long past, to roll over your tongue the prospect of bitter confrontations still to come, to savor to the last toothsome morsel both the pain you 

were given and the pain your are giving back.  In many ways, it is a feast fit for a king.  The chief drawback is that what you are wolfing down is yourself.  The skeleton at the feast is you.

-Wishful Thinking, a Theological ABC, (Harper, 1993)

Transcribed and edited by a member of the St. Andrew's Sermon Transcription Project.
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