SERMON FOR EVENING PRAYER'
THE SIXTH SUNDAY AFTER TRINITY

The Rev. Warren E. Shaw, Priest Associate
| essons: "

The First Lesson: Here beginneth the fourth Chapter of the First
Book of Moses, called Genesis."

“And Adam knew Eve his wife; and she conceived, and bare Cain,
and said, | have gotten a man from the LORD. And she again bare his
brother Abel. And Abel was a keeper of sheep, but Cain was a tiller of
the ground. And in process of time it came to pass, that Cain brought of
the fruit of the ground an offering unto the LORD. And Abel, he also
brought of the firstlings of his flock and of the fat thereof. And the
LORD had respect unto Abel and to his offering: But unto Cain and to
his offering he had not respect. And Cain was very wroth, and his
countenance fell. And the LORD said unto Cain, Why art thou wroth?
and why is thy countenance fallen? If thou doest well, shalt thou not be
accepted? and if thou doest not well, sin lieth at the door. And unto thee
shall be his desire, and thou shalt rule over him. And Cain talked with
Abel his brother: and it came to pass, when they were in the field, that
Cain rose up against Abel his brother, and slew him.

“And the LORD said unto Cain, Where is Abel thy brother? And
he said, | know not: Am | my brother’s keeper? And he said, What hast
thou done? the voice of thy brother’s blood crieth unto me from the
ground. And now art thou cursed from the earth, which hath opened her
mouth to receive thy brother’s blood from thy hand; When thou tillest
the ground, it shall not henceforth yield unto thee her strength; a fugitive
and a vagabond shalt thou be in the earth. And Cain said unto the LORD,
My punishment is greater than | can bear. Behold, thou hast driven me
out this day from the face of the earth; and from thy face shall | be hid;
and | shall be a fugitive and a vagabond in the earth; and it shall come to
pass, that every one that findeth me shall slay me. And the LORD said
unto him, Therefore whosoever slayeth Cain, vengeance shall be taken
on him sevenfold. And the LORD set a mark upon Cain, lest any finding
him should kill him.



“And Cain went out from the presence of the LORD, and dwelt in
the land of Nod, on the east of Eden.”

Here endeth the First Lesson.

The Second Lesson: Here beginneth the twentieth Verse of the
fifth Chapter of the Gospel According to St. Matthew."

“ For | say unto you, That except your righteousness shall
exceed the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees, ye shall in no case
enter into the kingdom of heaven.

“Ye have heard that it was said by them of old time, Thou shalt not
kill; and whosoever shall kill shall be in danger of the judgment: But |
say unto you, That whosoever is angry with his brother without a cause
shall be in danger of the judgment: and whosoever shall say to his
brother, Raca [RAH-kuh], shall be in danger of the council: but
whosoever shall say, Thou fool, shall be in danger of hell fire.
Therefore if thou bring thy gift to the altar, and there rememberest that
thy brother hath ought against thee; Leave there thy gift before the altar,
and go thy way; first be reconciled to thy brother, and then come and
offer thy gift. Agree with thine adversary quickly, whiles thou art in the
way with him; lest at any time the adversary deliver thee to the judge,
and the judge deliver thee to the officer, and thou be cast into prison.
Verily | say unto thee, Thou shalt by no means come out thence, till thou
hast paid the uttermost farthing.”

Here endeth the Second Lesson.
Text:

From the Second Lesson: ““You have heard that it was said to the
men of old, “You shall not kill, and whoever kills shall be liable to
judgment.” But | say to you that every one who is angry with his
brother shall be liable to judgment....””" In the Na®®me of the Father,
and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen.

Homily:



At first glance, today’s Second Lesson seems to demand the
impossible. Anger is an emotion that simply rises up spontaneously
within us. It is a reaction when someone pushes in front of us in line or
cuts us off in traffic. (I know that doesn’t happen very much where we
live, but you don’t have to go very north to encounter such behavior.)
Emotions come and go like the wind. We cannot control them by our
thoughts or by any amount of will power. So how can Jesus hold us
responsible for what we have no control over?

I would like to begin by making two observations. The first is that
the little “loophole phrase” “without a cause” does not appear in the
most ancient manuscripts available at this time. Many of those ancient
manuscripts were not available to the scholars who produced the King
James Translation. It appears to have been inserted by the Church for
one of two reasons — either the Fathers realized that trying to control our
emotions is futile, or, more likely, they wanted to make it clear that there
are circumstances in which anger is justified. It is justified when
directed against evil. It is justified when it arouses men to action in
defense of helpless and innocent people. Jesus Himself felt and
expressed just such anger. So He does not say that we should not ever
be angry. He says we should not be angry with our fellow Christians.

And that leads me to the second observation, which also involves a
certain amount of textual scholarship. | confess that | am not expert in
that area, but | do read the work of experts. They tell me there is a word
in Greek that refers to the kind of spontaneous flare-up that I mentioned
earlier. That is not the word that appears in this text. The word that
appears in this text refers to a different kind of anger — the kind that
burns with a low flame for a long time and is carefully nurtured with
fantasies of revenge. It is the kind of anger that is buried deep inside
and often loaded up with displaced hostilities left over from other
experiences. That kind of anger you can control and it is the kind of
anger that Jesus forbids.

Suppressed feelings always find a way to come out in subtle ways
and often play out in your relations with people who have nothing to do
with their origin. It is well known, for example, that people who have
been abused in childhood often become abusers themselves in later life.
The anger that was suppressed at the time of the experience is carried



around for many years and finally bursts out on some innocent victim
such as a spouse or a child.

There are times when you are so angry with someone that you
think you would like to kill them. How many times have you said to
yourself, “I could kill you for that”? But you didn’t say it out loud and
you didn’t do it. Instead you settled for an outward peace, which is not
really a peace at all but merely a truce. You and your adversary
continue to be polite to each other but suppressed feelings of anger and
hostility lurk underneath.

Jesus says that is not good enough: “You have heard that it was
said by the men of old, “You shall not kill, and whoever kills shall be
liable to judgment.’, but | say to you that everyone who is angry with his
brother shall be liable to judgment.”

Carrying a grudge has a way of becoming itself the very judgement
of which Jesus speaks. It eats away at the soul. It turns inward and
expresses itself in things like drug or alcohol abuse, overeating, and
social withdrawal. And it also has serious implications for the Church as
a whole and for the mission of Jesus.

The Kingdom of God, which Jesus came to establish, is
characterized by love and harmony. It demands mutual respect and
integrity. Differences must be identified and resolved. What is wrong
must be made right. Anger cannot simply be covered up and ignored.
The underlying causes of it must be brought into the open and healed.
Forgiveness cannot come about until that work is done.

Later in Matthew’s Gospel Jesus will outline a procedure for
settling disputes in the Church. It begins by confronting in private the
brother or sister who has done you wrong. You may not be successful in
settling your grievance in a brotherly manner, but it is your duty to
follow the procedure that Jesus has outlined. What you may not do is
harbor resentment and think about how to get even.

You may not disrespect your brother by calling him names. Jesus
says, “Whoever insults his brother shall answer to the council, but
whoever calls his brother a fool [which according the Psalms is someone



who does not believe in God] will be in danger of hell fire.” That’s how
serious the matter is.

And it is not just your own anger that you have to deal with. You
also have to deal with the anger you may have generated in others.

The offering of sacrifice was the central liturgical act of Jewish
worship. Jesus says that your sacrifice will not be accepted if there is
enmity between you and one of your fellow worshipers. You can’t just
wait for your neighbor to come to you. You have to go to him and
attempt a reconciliation. Right relationships are more important than
right ritual acts. So Jesus says, “If you are offering your gift at the altar,
and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave
your gift there before the altar and go: first be reconciled to your
brother, and then come and offer your gift.”

In saying this, Jesus places himself squarely in the tradition of the
great Old Testament prophets. Listen for instance to the words of Amos
as he speaks in behalf of God:

“*I hate, | despise your feast days

And | take no delight in your solemn assemblies.
Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and cereal

offerings.

| will not accept them.
and the peace offerings of your fatted beasts,

| will not look upon.
Take away from me the noise of your songs;

to the melody of your harps | will not listen.
But let justice roll down like waters, _

and righteousness like an ever rolling stream.””"'

The central act of liturgical worship for us is Holy Communion,
We cannot rightly participate in that sacrifice unless we are, as the
invitation says, in love and charity with our neighbors. The prayer book
rubrics, in fact, require the priest to deny communion to any members of
the congregation between whom he perceives hatred to exist, and to
report his action to the bishop. Such is the importance of the personal
relationships that prevail in the Church.



If there are bad feelings between you and another member of the
body of Christ, you must attempt a reconciliation. It doesn’t matter who
you think is right and who you think is wrong. You can’t wait for the
other person to make the first move. You must take the initiative. And
above all, you dare not take your anger to the grave. You must settle the
matter right now.

Jesus says, “Make friends with your adversary quickly, while you
are on your way to the court.”™ You are in serious trouble if you appear
before the judgment seat of God with anger and resentment in your
heart. It will not go well for you.

When your anger is aroused by some personal affront, you cannot
prevent the emotional reaction that you feel. But you can and must
decide not to act upon it. You must let the emotion subside, and then
find a way to forgive. The easiest way to do that is to ask for an
apology, and be ready to give one if you are at fault. If you cannot get
an apology, I find that the best thing is to pray for the person who has
offended you. It’s hard to remain angry with someone for whom you are

praying.

Carrying your anger around with you and feeding it with thoughts
of revenge is the one thing you must not do. It will destroy you if you
do.

“*You have heard that it was said to the men of old, “You shall not
kill, and whoever kills shall be liable to judgment.” But | say to you that
every one who is angry with his brother shall be liable to judgment.””""
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'““Any set of Psalms and Lessons appointed for the evening of any day may be read
at the morning service, and any set of morning Psalms and Lessons may be read in
the evening.” Concerning the Service of the Church, THE Book oF COMMON
PRAYER viii (PECUSA 1928, rev. 1943).



" Psalms and Lessons for the Christian Year (1943), THE Book oF COMMON
PRAYER xxix (PECUSA 1928, rev. 1943).

" Genesis 4:1-16 (KJV).

" St. Matthew 5:20-26 (KIJV).

' St. Matthew 5:21-22a (RSV).

" Amos 5:21-24 (RSV).

! St. Matthew 5:25a.

"' St. Matthew 5:21-22a (RSV).



