October 7, 2007
Lamentations 1:1-6; 3:19-26; Luke 17:5-10
Sermon: “Crossing to the Dark Side” Reverend Bob Jack

Text:* The t hought of my affliet.i

wood and gall!l?”

What makes a disgruntled employee, fired from his part-
time, minimum wage job, so angry that he picks up a gun, walks
into his place of employment (a sub shop), and shoots and kills his
two former bosses? And yet, it just happened this past week — not
in San Francisco, California, or Tulsa, Oklahoma, Minneapolis,
Minnesota, but in the upscale, residential Dilworth section of
Charlotte, North Carolina. And I don’t know what the answer is,
except to say that it’s just too close to home.

The rise in domestic violence, the unrest in our cities, the
numerous instances of deadly conflict around the globe, are all
evidence of anger gone wild; the darker side of humanity showing
its ugly face. What do we make of it?

Carlyle Marney, the great Baptist preacher said this, in a
sermon he once preached from the pulpit of Myers Park Baptist
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Human beings are the most savage of the beasts. Our
bite is poisonous; our hand is a club; our foot is a
weapon; nothing in nature is so well equipped for
hating or hunting. Confuse us and we lash out at
anything. Crowd us and we kiliob, destroy. Deprive

us and we retaliate. Impoverish us and we bwitlas

in the night. Enslave us and we revétamper us and

we may poison you. Hire us and we may hate both you
and the work. Love us too possessively and we are
never weaned. Deny g0 early and we never learn to
love. Put us in cities and all our animal nature comes
out with perversions of every good thing.

Anger has traditionally been considered a deadly sin because
of the way it can consume us, distort our perspectives, and lead to
violence. Fred Buechner has said this about anger. The chief
drawback is that what you are wolfing down is yourself. The
skeleton at the feast iIs you."’
In the Bible, both Jesus and the prophets get angry. Oh, yes
they do get angry! But they’re not angry at the victims of violence,
they’re angry with those who have violated others, especially the

poor. What angered Jesus was the money-changers in the temple,

commercializing religion, turning the religion of lIsrael into big-



business and raping the poor of what little money they had, just so
they could come to worship.

What angered the prophets of old was the very same thing:
They were angry with those who operate from the dark side of life.
Those who have little regard for anyone other than themselves.

So, sometimes anger can be a good thing. The Bible even
says,“ Be angry Db(&gh 4:d6h Letiyout anger berike
Jesus’ anger — against those persons and those sins that unleash the
dark side of life on others. The Bible also says, “ Put away
ange ..."(Col. 3:8). When you’re done with it — when you’ve
expressed your righteous indignation at the systems of violence
and injustice — put it away. There is a season and a time for every
matter under heaverEccl. 3:1).

There is a time for anger. And there is a time for putting
away your anger. Be angry but do not sin. Husbands, wives,
parents, children — we can all learn this lesson. Right? Get angry if
you must. Express your anger in a Christian way, if you can. Talk

with the other person about why you’re angry with him or her.



Express your feelings and let them express theirs. Then reconcile,
make up — but not before you’ve talked the problem through. “ B e
angry..but don’t | et the dtgsy end &
the Bible.

And the Bible is nothing if not realistic about the human
psyche. About what drives you and me to anger and distraction.
The Bibles asks us to consider our true situation, and to pray about
it, talk about it, work it through. The Bibles asks us to be honest
about ourselves and to admit that we, too, are sinners; that we, too,
take an occasional walk on the dark side; that we , too, harbor the
capacity for vengeance.

We are not “nice” people, and when we try to hide behind a
veneer of “niceness” what we’re really doing is refusing to deal
with the darker aspects of our personalities. And this can lead to a
bitterness that is

Have you ever known someone who couldn’t do this? Some
of you maybe know a bunch of them. I’'m talking about Christians

who portray their lives as if nothing evil, wicked, or naughty ever



happens to them; you know, nothing normal, in other words. Their
faith seems to be based on the assumption that if anything should
ever get them to frown rather than smile, well, their whole system
of faith would collapse. One pinprick and the bubble will burst,
One negative word, negative thought, negative action, and
somehow they’ve lost Jesus.

Trouble with this way of living is that it is so contrary to life
as we know it. Not only that, but it is contrary to the experience of
reading the Bible. After all, even the Gospels, which are “good
news”, consist of lengthy sections on how Jesus the son of God
was betrayed and abandoned by his friends, then stripped and
tortured, humiliated and executed by his enemies. Nothing light or
upbeat about that. There’s a lot of darkness in the Bible.

Annie Dilliard won the Pulitzer Prize in nonfiction for her
book Pilgrim at Tinker Creek She is a Presbyterian and a
naturalist, and her books are really meditations on the beauty and
the wonder of the world in which we live. In her book she tells of

looking down a deep well, down into the darkness, and being



startled by something sleek and slithering away from the light,
down, down into the murky depths. What startled her the most,
she says, was the thought that there are creatures in this world that
actually prefer living in darkness.

Friends, we have seen darkness in all its naked fury these
last few years, in places like the Twin Towers in NYC, in Iraq
under Saddam Hussein, and in Afghanistan under the Taliban. It is
darkness at the root of such reckless fanaticism that links these
things together with the racial hatred in our society, the gang
violence in our mean streets, and with the disintegration of
traditional values in our homes and in our communities. There is a
lot of darkness in this world, as there is a lot of darkness in the
Bible. Certainly more darkness than we are accustomed to dealing
with in church at eight-thirty or eleven o’clock on Sunday
morning.

But, remember this: Our brother Job, in his tale of despair,
mentions darkness more than thirty times. “Darkness,” says one

Bible scholar, “is like creation in reverse.” Remember, before God



got busy with the world, “t he earth was
darkness covered thafc e of t Remembet, eNeequemis
came to Jesus “by night” we are told, under cover of darkness, and
went away not understanding a thing Jesus said to him.

Remember, the disciples were on the sea in a storm onedark
night when they cried out to Jesus on the waves, “ L or d
We ar e p Andifisalhyjwhenp Jesus needed the strength
and company of his best friends, instead they fled by nightwhen
the soldiers came for his arrest.

We don’t deal with darkness very well in the church these
days. In fact, on dark days — cloudy, overcast days — attendance is
much lower than on sunny, bright days. Many of us come to
church wanting to be enlightened, illuminated, cheered up and
comforted. We are more comfortable when the sun shines through
the bright windows, when we can see where we’re going, when all
is a smiling confidence in ourselves and in our God.

But, friends, we can’t be redeemed until we have learned to

face the night, and to deal with the darkness. And deal with it we
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will have to, if indeed we are heading into a time of terrorist
warfare. We don’t know what darkness lies ahead for this nation.

One of the unfortunate stories that has come to light in this
nasty little affair with terrorism has been to learn of the plight of
women under fanatical Islam. Darkness is a threat to women in
parts of this world where there is much violence against them.
And one of those places is in countries where the fanatical
Islamicists prohibit women from “facing” the light at all. That is,
they have to be completely covered under a dark veil, called a
burkhg from head to toe, or else face severe beatings and
floggings.

Truth is my friends, you and | are made by God to stare into
the abyss, into the darkness, to admit to those dark places in our
world where there is more chaos than creation. We are made to
live out our faith in a church that is not often comfortable facing
the darkness. We are made to be honest about those corners of our
souls where there is darkness too deep to mention.

(Mother Teresa)



How then, you ask, does the Bible deal with such darkness?
It confesses that God is light, “and in him there is no darkness at
all.” Light is what God did when he began pushing back the dark
chaos at creation. God asserts his light out into the creation, even
into those dark places where there appears to be no light at all.
Because if God is God only of the day, then he cannot be the
sovereign ruler of the universe. And if God cannot overcome the
darkness with his light, then you and | are in trouble, because
there is much darkness in us.
If we could murder God’s own Son, our last best hope of
light and life, who could blame God for leaving us to our own
darkened devices? Yet, the Bible remindsusthat® t he | i ght sh
in the darkness, and the darknesswio t o v e rAadp“nteh @ t . 7
people who sat in darkness have seen a great light, and for those
who sat in the shadow of death, o
Lord, increase our faith. Lord, lead us from darkness into

your pure light.



Our faith testifies to a God who hears our cries, a God who
cares, a God who grieves with us, a God who enters our darkness
in order to lead us back to the light. Darkness is not the last word.
Portions of the Bible — like the passages in Lamentations | read
earlier — help us to express our grief and to give our grief over to
God.

Disaster isn’t the last word in the Bible; hope is. And as we
gather round the table of fellowship this morning, let us remember
that the last word is always that of our Lord and Savior, Jesus

Christ: Do not be afraid.
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