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I know we’re talking about Mister Rogers today, but first I’m going to talk about John Gottman. 

Gottman is a psychologist – a researcher and clinician – who does work on marriage. I first 

encountered his work listening to an episode of the radio show This American Life, in an episode 

entitled “The Sanctity of Marriage.” Gottman was interviewe about his work running a lab where 

they sit couples down, hook them up to heart and breathing monitors, and then film them as they 

talk about areas where they disagree. And in just a few minutes of recording, he says, they can 

predict with 85% probability whether the couple will stay married or divorce, and if they stay 

married, whether their marriage will be happy or unhappy.  

He then plays clips of different couples and their arguments, commenting on each one to tell us 

what he’s observing. The first one we hear is a pair of newlyweds, arguing about bills – whether 

they should budget first and then adjust, or wait to see what their utility bills look like before 

budgeting. Their voices are loud and angry, and the host, Ira Glass notes, “It sounds pretty bad.” 

But Gottman says he’s not too worried about them. Newlyweds have a lot of tough stuff to work 

out as they figure out life together, he says. And while they’re conflicted, they’re not showing 

contempt, or scorn; they’re not insulting each other; neither is checking out, turning away, 

stonewalling. There is conflict, but they’re fighting with respect and with a commitment to 

getting on the same page. 
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The next couple is fighting about one spouse being habitually late, and oversleeping. This 

couple, Gottman says, doesn’t sound so good. He hears a lot of sarcasm, a lot of contempt. He 

doesn’t hear any attempts to empathize. What one partner says doesn’t seem to have any 

influence on how the other responds, they are becoming more and more entrenched in opposing 

positions, bitter and scornful. Their heart rates and breathing patterns reflect a “fight or flight” 

response that makes it difficult to empathize, or to reflect. That is the sound of a marriage in 

serious trouble. 

And then we hear a third couple. They, too, are fighting about lateness. The more punctual wife 

is being empathetic – starting off by apologizing for picking on her habitually late husband 

(they’ve been instructed to find something to fight about, for the purpose of the research study). 

He’s apologetic and empathetic as well. And then the punctual one lets slip a bit of anger: “I 

think your lateness goes back to your mother keeping you waiting,” she says, “And you should 

just grow up and get over it.” On the heart monitor, Gottman says, you can see his pulse spiking. 

And then there’s this moment: he says to his wife, “Are your shoes new? I like them.” Gottman 

notes that many therapists would say, “Don’t change the subject, we’re talking about lateness.” 

But as he compliments her shoes, their vital signs both move toward calmness, enabling them to 

reconnect emotionally, to de-escalate as they return to the topic at hand. 

What do you do with the mad that you feel? That’s a question that Mister Rogers would sing 

about to his young audiences. The child psychologist whose thinking guided his work, Margaret 

McFarland, liked to say that anything mentionable is manageable. And all too often we feel, and 

teach, that anger should be kept quiet, secret, bottled up, locked away – we make it 

unmentionable, and so it becomes harder to identify, discuss, manage, channel. So Mister Rogers 

would sing about it, naming the feeling of anger, and offering some ways to process anger safely 
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and appropriately. But that’s not just an issue for children. As I reflected on anger this week, I 

thought not just about Mister Rogers, but about the work of John Gottman – that every marriage 

will involve some anger, and the ways we express that anger can harm relationships or can bring 

us closer together. And I thought about the undercurrents of rage that seem to bubble in our 

nation’s life. And I thought about the witness of scripture. 

We hear in our Old Testament text today the first – and one of the most iconic – moments of 

anger in scripture, and the story from which my son gets his name. The story of Cain and Abel, 

of Cain’s jealousy at God’s perceived favoritism for Abel over Cain, of Cain’s enraged and 

violent response. Even though Cain’s perception is that God favors Abel, we see God speaking 

directly to Cain, assuring him that God is not selecting a favorite but instead considering each 

brother’s devotion and worship individually. Abel’s faithful devotion is acceptable to God, but 

that does not in any way limit or curtail Cain’s relationship with God. But anger, bitterness, and 

jealousy win out, as Cain strikes Abel dead, and then denies any knowledge of Abel’s 

whereabouts. “Am I my brother’s keeper?” he asks. It seems that even with his brother’s blood 

crying out from the ground, his anger is still bubbling over — those don’t sound to me like words 

of sorrow or confusion or fear or remorse. Those are the defensive words of someone who, 

having lashed out beyond all reason, is still seething with rage. 

What do you do with the mad that you feel? Mister Rogers asked. In a letter to a young viewer 

he wrote, “You wondered if I ever get angry. Of course I do; everybody gets angry sometimes. 

But, Alex, each person has his or her way of showing angry feelings. Usually, if I’m angry, I 

play loud and angry sounds on the piano. . . . I think that finding ways of showing our feelings – 

ways that don’t hurt ourselves or anybody else – is one of the most important things we can learn 

to do.” The story of Cain and Abel vividly reflects the harm that can come from anger expressed 
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through violence. But there are other ways of expressing our anger. Mister Rogers’ song 

continues: “What do you do? Do you punch a bag? Do you pound some clay or some dough? Do 

you round up friends for a game of tag and see how fast you go?” 

Scripture and experience show us that anger is a very normal and unavoidable human emotion — 

but that we can express our anger in ways that are harmful, or ways that are safe. Ways that are 

destructive, or ways that are constructive. Like those couples in the psychologist’s research, our 

anger can turn into a bitter, caustic cycle of destruction, or it can be fuel propelling us toward 

resolution -- a closer relationship, a better understanding of another person, a world made just a 

bit better. 

I chose the scriptures and the sermon title long before any of us knew what the news would bring 

this week, and I certainly do wish that the headlines didn’t provide so many clear examples of 

the destructive power of anger. Explosive devices mailed to political targets. A shooting spree in 

Kentucky. And now a mass shooting in a Pennsylvania synagogue by a man who was shouting, 

“All Jews must die.” We as a nation have a real problem with anger, among other things. We 

don't know what to do with the mad that we feel. We don’t teach our children -- in particular, our 

boys — how to cope with anger in ways that are appropriate and constructive. 

The Christian faith has struggled with how to speak and think about anger as well. After all, in 

Matthew 5, Jesus says, “You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ‘You shall not 

murder’; and ‘whoever murders shall be liable to judgement.’ But I say to you that if you are 

angry with a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgement; and if you insult a brother or 

sister, you will be liable to the council; and if you say, ‘You fool’, you will be liable to the hell of 

fire.” Jesus seems to say that being angry is morally equivalent to committing murder. So are we 
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supposed to never become angry? That would be basically impossible - after all, anger is a basic 

human emotion, fundamental to the way that God created us. 

Today’s lesson from the epistles offers a more nuanced perspective on anger, from the letter to 

the Ephesians. Ephesians is said to be written by the Apostle Paul, whose letters suggest that his 

passionate love for Christ and the church was matched by equally passionate anger in the face of 

selfishness, hypocrisy, and sin. In today’s epistle lesson, he writes: “putting away falsehood, let 

all of us speak the truth to our neighbors, for we are members of one another. Be angry but do 

not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger, and do not make room for the devil.” While 

anger is often construed as sinful, and we Christians often seem to think that we are supposed to 

be meek and placid in the face of provocation, this text offers a different perspective. 

 

“Be angry,” he writes. What a powerful affirmation – in the face of our discomfort with our own 

anger and others’ anger, Ephesians urges us to “be angry.” In the face of Christian platitudes 

about gentleness and serenity, Ephesians urges us to “be angry.” We hear that there are times and 

places where anger is appropriate. We can look at a world full of violence and injustice and pain, 

and be angry. In the midst of a conflict with a neighbor or a spouse, we can be angry. Against 

everything that says “be nice, be polite, be calm,” Ephesians urges us, “be angry.” Sometimes 

there are moments when anger is a good and appropriate response. But Ephesians doesn’t stop 

there. 

 

“Be angry, but do not sin,” urges the epistle to the Ephesians. How often have we seen or 

experienced anger boiling over into physical violence, verbal abuse, or acts of vengeance? Anger 

is natural, often appropriate, and sometimes even helpful. But it depends on how we channel that 
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anger. Will anger drive us toward destruction, or will we use it as motivation to take positive 

action? 

 

Our Ephesians passage goes on to urge us, “Do not let the sun go down on your anger.” Perhaps 

this is the source of that old piece of marital advice, “Never go to bed angry.” It’s not always 

possible to resolve anger in the course of a day, but I think the message here is that anger is not 

supposed to be a way of living our day to day lives; it’s supposed to be a starting point, not a 

home base. Ephesians encourages us to be angry for good reasons, to respond appropriately, and 

to find a way forward from anger toward reconciliation. 

Mister Rogers famously recited his song, “What Do You Do with the Mad that You Feel?” in a 

Senate hearing. The notion of national funding for public television was quite new, and there 

were proposed budget cuts that would eliminate it. Mister Rogers went to Washington D.C. to 

testify about the potential benefits of public programming for children. He spoke movingly about 

the potential he saw for television that was created for the public good to nurture emotional 

competencies in children, and that would in turn help them to be better citizens. In an adversarial 

hearing, the pace of the room slowed, as he spoke about the importance of trust, of knowing that 

we are cared for, and as he shared the lyrics of “What Do You Do?” he spoke of developing 

what he called “that good feeling of control,” which Paul might have called, being angry but not 

sinning — finding a way to express anger that does no harm to self or neighbor.  

Children's anger might go into hitting a pillow or a punching bag, playing an active game, 

scribbling hard with a crayon or smushing a piece of playdough. Adult anger might go into the 

same things, of course. But it also might go into a heartfelt conversation, or an angry letter. It 

might go into a piece of art or a vigorous workout or a vegetable garden. It might go into a 



7 

 

commitment: to do more to end the societal wrongs that provoke our anger. What do you do with 

the mad that you feel? 

There is much to be angry about, and the broken places in our world and in our lives do indeed 

call for our anger. But that is not all: they call for our faithfulness. They call for us to turn toward 

God and decide: what will we do? Will we hurt, or will we help? Will our anger be destructive, 

or will it be creative?  

Fred Rogers sometimes told the story of how he got started making a children’s television 

program: he turned on this brand-new invention, and what he saw was people smashing pies in 

each other’s faces, and it made him angry and sad. And so he made a decision about what to do 

with that feeling: to make something better.  

In the midst of the pain and sin of the world, we are invited to be angry, and to channel that 

anger in ways that are — at least — not harmful, and at best, transformational. Ephesians 

declares that we who are washed in the waters of baptism are marked by the Spirit of God. We 

are forgiven and freed, so that we can find our way from anger to healing, for the good of all 

creation. And so, in the face of all that makes us angry, we are invited to wash the world in our 

tears, to anoint it with God’s justice, and to work tirelessly with God, step by step, so that the sun 

sets not on anger and bitterness, but on a world made whole. 

Thanks be to God. Amen. 


