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Sermon:  Ephesians 4:25 – 5:2 (Anger)
In today’s epistle reading, one verse stood out to me:  “Be angry but do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger . . .”  Suggesting that anger, by itself, may not be a sin.  Just that it might lead to it.  Yet later in our reading Paul says, “Put away from you all bitterness and wrath and anger and wrangling and slander, together with all malice, and be kind to one another . . .”  Condemning anger, seemingly as a sin.  Something that sounds more consistent with Jesus’ words in the gospel of Matthew:  “You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ‘You shall not murder’; and ‘whoever murders shall be liable to judgment.’  But I say to you that if you are angry with a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment.”

So is anger a sin, or not?

From Scripture we find many, many people who get angry.  Saints and sinners alike.  Cain’s anger with Abel.  Moses’ anger with Pharaoh.  Saul’s anger with Jonathan, for protecting David.  Nehemiah’s anger with those who were selling the children of the poor into slavery.  Jonah’s anger with God for forgiving the Ninevites.
Looking at the New Testament, we see that Jesus got angry.  When the Pharisees came to the synagogue to see if Jesus would heal the man with a withered hand, he asked them whether it was lawful to do good or to do harm on the Sabbath.  When they did not answer him, it is written, “He looked around at them with anger; he was grieved at their hardness of heart . . .”

When people were bringing little children to Jesus for him to touch them, the disciples tried to keep them at bay.  From the Greek text, we read that “Jesus became angry and said to them, ‘Permit the children to come to me.’”
  And, of course, we have Jesus’ anger put into action when he overturned the tables of the money changers, made a whip of cords, and drove all from the temple.
Over and over in Scripture we are cautioned about anger, but with a certain ambivalence.  “One who is slow to anger is better than the mighty, and one whose temper is controlled than one who captures a city.”
  “ . . . let everyone be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger; for your anger does not produce God’s righteousness.”

Then there is Ps 4:4.  Our NRSV translates it, “When you are disturbed, do not sin; ponder it on your beds, and be silent.”  With a footnote saying that an alternate translation for ‘disturbed’ is ‘angry.’  But what is interesting is when we look at the Septuagint, the Greek version of the Hebrew Scriptures in use in Jesus’ time.  Translating the Greek, word by word, Ps 4:4 reads, “Be angry and do not sin.”  Identical, in the Greek, to the first part of Ephesians 4:26. So it is not unreasonable to think that Paul was quoting Ps 4 when he wrote this.
It seems that Jewish commentators were uneasy with the acceptance of anger in this psalm.  When Hebrew was no longer spoken by the Jews, their Scriptures were translated into Aramaic.  The language that Jesus spoke.  This document was called the Targum, meaning, translation.  The Targum interpretation of Ps 4:4 was not, “Be angry but do not sin.”  But “Tremble [before God] and you will not fall into sin.”  This was based upon an alternative rendering of the Hebrew.  The KJV of the Bible follows suit, with the translation, “Stand in awe, and sin not.”  While a case can be made for this, it is not a strong one.  Modern translations use “be angry,” just like the Greek Septuagint.

A fourth-century monk named Evagrius Ponticus gave us a list of what he called “passions,” and this list formed the basis for the seven deadly sins of the Middle Ages.  His list of passions includes gluttony, greed, lust, laziness, vainglory (the need for praise or recognition), pride, and anger.  Roberta Bondi, in her book, To Love as God Loves, writes: “ . . . there is probably more in the monastic literature about the destructive nature of anger than all the rest of the passions put together.

. . . Evagrius discusses occasions when we are angered by another, but a little voice says to us, Christians do not argue; if I do not mention it, it will be all right tomorrow.  According to Evagrius, this is not a virtue, it is a temptation.  Anger does not go away on its own; if a problem arises with a person with whom we are intimate, we must talk with the person toward whom we feel that anger.  A good many marriages and friendships and even churches would be greatly improved if we took Evagrius seriously at this point.”

I didn’t have to look too far for an example.  When I preached two weeks ago, I talked about Cesar Chavez and the shooting of UFW striker, Rufino Contreras.
I knew this would be controversial here at St Paul’s, but I had never heard the story of Rufino Contreras and I was angered by the injustice of his killing.  Within a week or two following the sermon, several members of this parish came to me, or emailed me, with a similar message.  “There are two sides to every story, and you only told one.”
No one, myself included, likes to hear that he has been unfair.  Especially while  trying, in good faith, to preach God’s word.  But I was impressed by the manner these folks spoke with me, or wrote me.  It was not hateful.  They shared their personal experiences, in such a way that it was easy (OK, that’s a lie --  it was possible) for me to hear.
Here is what one parishioner wrote:
“I was raised here from 6 weeks old and I remember some things differently.  I remember the workers destroying farmers’ property, like equipment, tractors,  combines, and flooding fields full of crops ready for the market, ruining them.  I remember high school kids who were asked if they would work for the same pay as the field workers, and they went to the fields to be beaten and their cars damaged for working, rocks thrown at them, beaten with sticks and bats . . . I remember my Mom worried when Dad was at work because we did not know if someone would hurt us for living in the country in fields of citrus and I remember homes being shot at during the night.  See my Dad was a sheriff's officer  for Yuma County and was out trying to keep the peace. While his family of four kids and his wife were alone at night in those fields. There are two sides to every story not just one.”
I want to thank this parishioner, again, for sharing her story.  And also the others who came to me.  They are, of course, right.  There are two sides to this story.  I dug into the internet deeper, and found two references to violence on the part of Cesar Chavez’ strikers.
Joe R. Hicks, a former supporter of Chavez, testified at a congressional hearing in opposition to having public funds honor him.  Hicks contrasted Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s commitment to nonviolence with that of Cesar Chavez.

“ . . . his UFW organizers often made use of strong-arm tactics against field workers in CA’s Central and Coachella Valleys. One field organizer said he remembers seeing ‘loyal Chavez followers bash the heads of reluctant field laborers.’  He said the organizers ‘visited the fields, intimidating peasants with threats and violence.’”

And in a biography that is favorable towards Cesar Chavez, we hear:

“Back in Yuma itself, the atmosphere of violence intensified.  In early Oct [1974], persons unknown firebombed a labor contractor’s bus and five cars owned by undocumented immigrants.  A few days later the police arrested a UFW member for carrying a concealed weapon while picketing in front of the Bow and Arrow, a motel that catered to labor contractors and undocumented strikebreakers . . . 
. . . The violence during the Yuma strike did not signal a change in Chavez’s tactics for dealing with Mexican immigrants; rather it seemed that some UFW organizers and supporters had strayed from the nonviolent philosophy Chavez advocated.  The strike generated unfavorable publicity for the union, embarrassed Chavez, did not produce any gains for the UFW, and probably hurt its recruitment efforts among Mexican nationals.”

Anger.  It is one of the most basic, instinctive emotions that we feel.  Anger developed early in our evolution, as part of the survival of the fittest. When our safety is threatened, or our family’s, or our economic well-being, or our reputation, an innate physiological response kicks in.
Anger begins in a part of the brain called the amygdala, which is responsible for identifying threats to our well-being.  It is so efficient that it causes us to react before our cortex (the part of our brain responsible for thought and judgment) can respond.  Our muscles tense, our breathing and heart rates increase, and neurotransmitters and  hormones (including adrenaline and noradrenaline) are released.  We are ready to fight.  All this takes place without our consent, without us even being aware of what caused it.
As fast as this happens, the effects stay with us for hours, sometimes days.  Lowering our anger threshold.  And, interestingly, decreasing our ability to form memories.  Which is why it is sometimes hard to reconstruct arguments – who said what and who did what – after we have calmed down.
Anger is no stranger to the best of us.  But we can take some steps to try and keep it from escalating to sin.  We can become aware of our anger, and of the factors that might make it worse.  Physical or emotional stress, hunger, exhaustion, alcohol.  We can learn the hot buttons that send us over the edge.  We can stop, say nothing immediately that we might regret, and take steps to let the physiological reaction pass.  Calling for a “time-out” is a good strategy.  Taking a walk alone helps many.  But rage, violence and suppression do not.
“Be angry and do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger.”  The next time you become angry (and you will, we all will), try practicing this last part – do not let the sun go down on your anger.  Because we can control anger.  And we need to.  There is no stronger predictor of congregational decline than serious conflict.
  Nothing obliterates our witness as completely as an avowed Christian raging out of control.  We need to always remember that it was anger that brought Jesus to the cross.  But the good news is that we can control anger.  God’s grace is with us, God’s spirit will empower us, Jesus’ love inspires us.  His message is clear:  love your enemies.  We can control our anger.
But we have to try.
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