
 I try very hard not to be angry. Unfortunately, I have to try very often. I don’t know 

whether it’s something innate in me, some constitutional part of my nature or my brain, but I do 

know that I quite often feel it bubbling up. It begins in my gut and soon begins to course through 

my whole body. My fists clench; my eyes narrow; my throat tightens. Every muscle tenses, every 

synapse fires, and suddenly, too late, I realize that I am angry. 

 Now, I’ve had a lot of years to work on this, to channel this, to find outlets for it and 

direct it appropriately and productively. I’ve found ways to calm myself and to shake it off. I’ve 

found ways to let it out slowly, to share my feelings without any kind of explosion. Perhaps this 

is why you’re probably shocked to learn what I’ve just said, this confession of years of this sin 

and this vice. Perhaps you even think I’m exaggerating or even making this up in order to set up 

a point along the road. 

 Church, I wish that were true. I wish that I could say that I have never yelled at the driver 

of the SUV doing 60 in the left hand lane. I wish that I could say that I have never cursed so loud 

it rattled the windows when I banged my knee into the coffee table. I wish that I could say that I 

have never ranted and raved at real and perceived slights and indignities, no matter how 

insignificant. And yet, as my father would say, “If wishes were horses, there’d be manure in the 

streets.” 

 Anger is a feeling, an emotion, that many of us deal with. It is something that comes up 

from deep within us. It is a response to stimuli in the world, a response to things in the world – 

and in ourselves – that we think pose a threat to us. It is a pre-rational thing. It is an instinct. It 

comes to us from biology and history and evolution. Have you ever tried to take a dog’s food 

away while it’s eating? Have you ever watched one child unwittingly – or wittingly – snatch 



away another’s favorite toy? Have you ever heard the cascading horns at a stoplight when the 

first car in line doesn’t move within one second of that light turning green? 

 There is a reason we get angry, that our bodies fill with adrenaline and our instincts take 

over. There is a reason that our faces turn red and our mouths turn to scowls. There is a reason 

that our bodies coil, ready to strike back. We put up our guard and seek to defend ourselves 

because we feel as if we have been attacked – that some important and vital part of ourselves has 

been impugned or assaulted – and so we seek to, in our modern, martial, euphemistic terms,  

neutralize that threat. 

 We don’t make it through four chapters of the Bible without encountering anger. We 

don’t make it four chapters – three thin pages in that whole thick book – without learning about 

our impulse toward violence. God found favor with Abel’s sacrifice and not Cain’s, and Cain’s 

“countenance fell.” And God asked Cain: “Why are you angry, and why has your countenance 

fallen? If you do well, will you not be accepted? And if you do not do well, sin is lurking at the 

door; its desire is for you, but you must master it.”  

Of course, the part of the story we know, and remember, is that Cain, in his anger, kills 

Abel. He hides this act from God and denies not only the killing, but denies bearing any 

responsibility for his brother’s life or well-being. Sin did lurk at the door for Cain, and found 

entry through his anger. And then Cain did not lurk for Abel, but lured him into a field, and 

killed him. Sin mastered Cain, who murdered Abel. He murdered Abel not because he threatened 

his life, not because he attacked his crops, not because he endangered his physical existence or 

personal property, but because Abel’s favor with God had wounded Cain’s pride. 

God sets before us the ways of life and death, or prosperity and adversity. We can turn 

our hearts to God – we can obey God, love God, walk in God’s ways – and so choose life. Or we 



can be mastered by sin – we can obey sin, love sin, walk in sin’s ways – all the way to death. We 

can be blessed by the God who gave us life, and live. We can be blessed by the God who teaches 

us how to love, and shows us love, and live in love. Or we can be cursed by our own sin, which 

destroys life, builds walls against love, and sows death.  

We have chosen, time and time again, to be mastered by sin. We have chosen to see sin 

lurking at the door for us and allow it in. We have chosen to let it master us, to allow sin to feed 

on us and all ourselves to feed on our sin. We do indeed reap rewards from our sin: from our 

greed and from our selfishness, from our indifference toward others and our pride in our selves, 

from our lust for power and our envy of others. From the beginning, from the very beginning, we 

have chosen to open the doors of our hearts to sin, precisely because it rewards us personally. 

That is the instinct. The instinct is self-preservation, from existential threats, and from 

there it grows and climbs and creeps. It becomes a coldness to others, unless we can use them 

and only when we can use them. It becomes a hostility to others, who possess what we want or 

seek what we have. It becomes a hatred and a disgust for others, a wall against them that is built 

with no door, neither to let them in nor to let sin out. 

Jesus tells us it is not enough for us to not kill, to not our instincts control us to the point 

of physical violence against another, to not let our anger grow and creep and climb until we have 

assumed the role of Cain. Even more, he says, we must acknowledge that instinct when it 

appears within us. Jesus tells us it is not enough for us to stop before we allow sin to master us, 

to take over our bodies and compel us to act out against another. Even more, he says, we must 

acknowledge when we have opened the door to sin. Jesus tells us it is not enough to turn from 

our anger and, having turned, pronounce ourselves righteous and clean and pious. Even more, he 

says, we must close the door to sin by opening the door to the one whom we have sinned against. 



Repentance is admitting to ourselves, to God, and to one another that we have opened the 

doors of our hearts to sin. Repentance is admitting that we have considered violence, that we 

have contemplated death, that we have welcomed anger. Repentance is admitting that our 

instinct to think only of ourselves is stronger than our impulse to love. Repentance is – finally – 

admitting that we cannot close the door to sin without God’s help. It is through God’s work in 

our hearts, God’s presence in our hearts, God’s love in our hearts, that we can close that door, 

even though sin will always lurk outside it. 

Reconciliation begins when we have embraced that work, that presence, and the love in 

our hearts. Reconciliation begins when we accept our own powerless to be sinless, and seek to 

repair the harms our sins have caused. Reconciliation begins when we our repentance turns to 

humility, and we tell ourselves, God, and others that we have sinned, that we are sinners, and that 

we are truly sorry. Reconciliation begins when we not only ask God to close the door to our own 

sin, but when we invite those we have sinned against to enter into our hearts and allow them in. 

Yet, reconciliation requires commitment, and vigilance, and work. Reconciliation does 

not happen in one moment, and it does not happen merely because we have repented of our own 

sin. Reconciliation is a process in which, having invited the other in, we make ourselves 

vulnerable, to their own anger, to their own sorrow, to their own dignity and their own humanity. 

Reconciliation requires us to listen to the needs of others and to share them as our own, to hear 

the cries for justice and peace, for mercy and love, and to feel them in our own hearts, as God 

has heard our cries and loved us. Reconciliation is not a demand that we make on another person, 

and forgiveness is not something we can command in an instant. Rather, we begin by 

acknowledging the brokenness of the relationship and work together to repair it. Reconciliation 



is a sacrifice of our own wills and our power, of our own instincts to self-preservation and self- 

empowerment, to preserve and empower those whom we have harmed in our sin.  

Repentance is recognizing that the threat that we have faced, all our lives, that causes us 

anger, and gives us fear, is death, and that yet, when we give into that anger and that fear, when 

we let sin become our master, we merely perpetuate death and tighten its grip upon us. 

Reconciliation is the collaborative effort to resist that fear and that anger, to deny its mastery 

over us, and to open our hearts to love, which is life. Reconciliation begins in the heart, but it 

ends in the world. It begins with opening the doors of our hearts, but it ends with opening the 

doors of our churches and our homes and our lives. It begins by giving those whom we have 

sinned against an opportunity to live in our hearts, but it ends by giving them the opportunity to 

truly live in this world, free of our anger and our fear and suspicion. 

But that is only possible when our hearts are free of anger and fear and suspicion, when 

we are willing and able to walk in love and Christ loved us, to accept that in our sinning we have 

caused harm, and to repair that harm. When we refuse to repent, and when we refuse to attempt 

reconciliation, we leave the doors of our heart closed to God and closed to love. We are not 

punished for our sin; we are punished by our sin. Open your hearts. Open your lives. Choose 

love. Choose life. Amen. 


