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Little Ernie was having a problem with his homework. “Dad,” he asked, “What is the difference between anger and exasperation?”

“Well, son,” said his father, “I’ll give you a practical demonstration. His father picked up the phone and dialed a number. 

“Hello,” said a voice at the other end.

“Hello,” said Ernie’s father, “Is Melvin there?

“I’m sorry you have the wrong number,” the voice replied, and hung up.
Then he dialed again and said, “Hello, is Melvin there?”

“I just told you,” said the voice, “there is no Melvin here. You have the wrong number. 
“You see?” said Ernie’s father. “That man was not at all happy with our call. He’s beginning to get angry. Now watch this. He dialed the number again and said, “Hello, is Melvin there?”

“Now look here!” the voice said angrily, “I told you there is no Melvin here! You’ve got a lot of nerve calling again!”

“Did you hear that?” Ernie’s father asked. “That was anger. Now I will show you what exasperation is.” He dialed once again, and on hearing the voice at the other end, Ernie’s father said, “Hello! This is Melvin. Have there been any calls for me?”
According to Proverbs, “Fools give full vent to their rage, but the wise bring calm in the end.” Most of us are in the fools department trying to become wise enough to bring calm in the end. The person who can control his or her temper is the one who can steer through the chaos and provide stability to others, but that’s not always easy to do. Depending upon what the trigger is there are some times when self-control is harder than others. Repeat offenders especially qualify here.
The letter to the Ephesians gives us a three stage process for dealing with anger:

1. Don’t lie to each other. Speak the truth. This is preventative.
2. In your anger—do not sin. This is for when it happens anyway.
3. Don’t stay angry. If you do, you will give the devil a foothold. This is damage control.
It might sound obvious, but not lying can prevent situations where anger builds up and festers. If people did this, Jerry Springer would be out of business. Ephesians is describing a two-fold act, however, because the solution involves not only what we do not say, but what we do say. Avoiding lying is about not saying something, but speaking the truth is about saying something even when it is very difficult. When we are truthful with one another we show respect. If we tell each other the truth as lovingly and compassionately as we can, we can also diffuse anger. Many people can do the first part and simply not lie. It is much, much harder to do the second part because it involves conflict, and most of us run from conflict. But conflict does not have to be loud and angry, and it does not have to be destructive. We can speak the truth in a manner that is not offensive. The other person may still become angry, but we don’t have to.

Having said all this, there are still times when we will get angry. People harm other people, intentionally or accidentally. We may even get angry at God! Life brings hurt. When someone we love is hurt, it can be even harder to deal with. But what does it mean to be angry, but not sin? Many people have grown up being taught that all anger is wrong and must be suppressed. We now know that this kind of lifestyle causes a lot of illnesses. But the opposite of total suppression, explosive expression is also destructive. Clearly the problem is not the emotion itself. Jesus was angry at times. The problem is what we do with the anger. 

Anger and the tongue are interconnected. Most of us do not punch out the person we are angry with, even if we feel like it. Most of us attack verbally, and there are many ways to do this. We can launch an all out frontal attack calling the other person names, trying to hurt them through shame and intimidation. We can slander people, hurting those we are angry with indirectly by destroying reputations. We can lie or withhold information. We can use words that are superficially kind but designed to manipulate. Of all of the parts of our body the tongue alone has the most power to destroy.


I Peter offers us an antidote, but like any antidote, we have to take it. “Do not repay evil with evil or insult with insult. On the contrary, repay evil with blessing.” If we do this, we will be able to handle our anger responsibly and not sin as a result of it. 
Few of us handle insults very well. The Desert Fathers from Egypt of the fourth and fifth centuries left many writings, including the following story: 
Once there was a disciple of a renowned Greek philosopher who was handed an odd assignment. He was commanded by his Master to give money to everyone who insulted him for a period of three years. Wanting very much to awaken, this student did exactly what he was told. When this rather lengthy trial was over, the Master summoned the young man to his quarters and said to him: “Now you can go to Athens, for you are ready to learn wisdom.”

Elated, the disciple set off for Athens. Just before he entered the great city, he saw a certain wise man sitting at the gate insulting everybody who came and went. Naturally, the moment this fellow saw the disciple he insulted him, too. “Hey!” he cried out to the student, “How did you get to be so ugly and stupid? I have never before seen anyone as ridiculous looking as you.” But instead of taking offense, the disciple just burst out laughing. “Why do you laugh when I insult you?” asked the wise man.

“Because,” said the disciple, “for three whole years I have been paying for this kind of thing and now you give it to me for NOTHING!”
“Enter the city,” said the wise man. “It is all yours.”
Insults only have the power we give them. It is a hard lesson for most of us to learn, but we do not have to take into ourselves the harsh words that are hurled at us. To be insulted, put down or accused feels like a physical assault. It’s as if the words hit us in the gut. But they do not have to have this power. We can refuse to take them in. We can deflect them with the power of a blessing. To bless is not the same thing as to repress. Instead it is to take positive, deliberate action. Of course blessing someone who has just attacked us sounds absolutely crazy. It’s also the last thing we want to do. But if we return fire with fire, the only thing we’re going to get is a bigger fire. Blessing is like water. It puts out the flames, first in us, and then in others. 
How do we do this? We pray that God bless them. It’s as simple as that. “Lord please bless my sister, or my brother or my boss or my neighbor. Bless them with the peace, wholeness and love of God. Bless them with salvation. Bless them with healing.” When we bless someone who has harmed us we’re not giving them a gift card for $1000 free shopping! We’re not sending them prosperity or unlimited success. To bless someone is to pray the Holy Spirit upon them so that they are restored to what God made them to be. This can be a downright painful process in some cases. If we bless a pedophile we are not excusing or justifying his behavior. We are asking God to work deeply in his heart and mind and bring about a total transformation. This is powerful stuff. It is much more powerful than the negative energy that is thrown at us. To pray the Lord’s blessing on someone who attacks us not only protects us from harm, but makes active inroads into the enemy’s territory. 
I would like to be able to tell you that blessing those we are angry with gets easier with time. It doesn’t. When someone infuriates me (fortunately not a very frequent event) I still do not want to bless them. I never want to bless them. Despite the fact that I know better, I want to call them names. I want to yell and hurt them back. I want to call up a friend and pour out all the vitriol I am feeling in my soul. That is guaranteed to keep me angry for hours. I have to grab my tongue and force it to comply. I have to ignore my feelings, and do it anyway. Those of us who have practice with self-discipline recognize this. I pretty much never feel like cleaning the bathrooms. I do it anyway. I never feel like cleaning out the cat’s litter box. I do it anyway. I do things that I don’t feel like doing because they are my responsibility and because in the long run doing them makes my life better. Deliberately blessing someone who has just insulted or harmed me is the same. It is the spiritually responsible thing to do, and in the long run it will make my life better. 
Finally, we need to take action so that we do not stay angry. Anger is a powerful, potentially toxic emotion. Stuffing it does not work. Feeding it destroys us. We must deal with our anger, directly and soon. Ephesians says, “Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry, and do not give the devil a foothold.” In other words, take constructive action. Pray and ask God for help. Communicate honestly and without arrogance where a situation is resolvable. Scripture says, “in so far as it depends upon you, live at peace with everyone.” But here’s the catch. There are always two sides, and we can only take care of our side. As a result, it is not always possible to get over anger in a day. Deeper conflicts require time. 
When we bless someone who has hurt us, it is not a once and done process. Because we human beings tend to hold on to our anger, we have to consciously bless many, many times. We must start right away to prevent bitterness from taking root in our hearts, and we must persist till all anger and hate is gone. If we are not vigilant in this, instead of defeating the devil, we ourselves will be defeated. It’s that simple. We have the tools to win, but we have to use them. The choice is ours. Nurturing and fostering anger in our hearts is like taking poison and waiting for the other person to die. When we choose instead to bless, God is free to work in miraculous ways, and we ourselves will be blessed. Amen. 
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