Just a couple of weeks ago I was confessing to my bad conduct on the road. When somebody is tailgating me I get so cross that I slow down deliberately just when we get to a point where they can't possibly overtake me. I'm not proud of this behaviour, I just mentioned it as an example of the way in which anger can quickly escalate. You hurt me, I'll hurt you back and so on. I don't think I'm a particularly slow driver but. of course. if I find myself behind someone who is, I'm tempted to tailgate or let them know how bad a driver I think they are. And you can behave on the road in a way you wouldn't dream of behaving if you saw a person face-to-face. Because you and they are locked inside big metal boxes going at speed you feel you can be rude and insult them because, for one thing, you're unlikely to see them again. Though if that the driver in front who is making you impatient irritated turns out to be a member of your congregation, it's extremely embarrassing. Road rage depends on us not seen the other person's face, not seeing them as a person at all but as a massive irritation deliberately put on the road to wind me up.

Just to put you in the picture: for the four Sundays of Advent we looked at the first four of the 10 Commandments and saved the other six for the six Sundays in Lent. This is the first Sunday of Lent and so we are going to resume our thinking about that influential list of decrees we call the 10 Commandments, laws given to God's people through Moses back there in the Old Testament. I'm going to shuffle the order a little bit because it seemed to me that the best Sunday to think about the commandment "Honour your father and mother" would be Mothering Sunday which is the first Sunday in April and incidentally everybody here is very welcome to come and share in that service with us.

This does however mean that this morning we are going to think about the cheerful topic of murder! The commandment is blunt and to the point: You shall not murder. Now, this may not seem quite the right subject for a baptism. I know being a parent can be murder sometimes but you might feel we could do with something a little bit more, let's say, positive! Well, I hope that by the end of what I've got to say you will feel that actually there is a great deal that is helpful that we can take from this the sixth commandment.

Perhaps one thing we can say is, that of all the commandments, this is one that most of us have kept. If we look down the list we may feel a little judged by some of the commandments. "You shall not steal." Well, maybe, we have not pursued a full-time career as a burglar but what about that slightly dodgy expenses claim or that stationary we "accidentally" brought back from the office? And what about honouring our father and mother? I daresay we can think about times when we didn't always treat them with respect they, at least, felt they deserved. And "you shall not commit adultery?". Well again maybe there has been no fully fledged affair but perhaps there was a little flirting and a wandering eye of which we are not proud. But when it comes to murder, you can't touch me there! I definitely haven't murdered anyone. In one sense it doesn't seem very difficult thing to ask of us. Murder is rare, few of us are tempted. (If you're interested in statistics the murder rate per capita in the UK  0.0140633 per 1,000 people). You can see why it needs to be there as one of the 10 Commandments. You would see the need if you lived in Libya. The taking of another person's life is a boundary that we should not cross.  But it is a boundary that very few people ever step over.

So if a murder has happened in your family or among your friends, it is a tragic and devastating thing but, for the rest of us, we are insulated from its terror; it's just something we see on the TV dramas where it can happen safely. But before we think – "I have ticked that box – haven't murdered anyone, easy points!"  I want to look at Jesus' words from our Bible reading this morning. Because he challenges us to see that murder is only the extreme endpoint on a continuum. At the far end of this continuum is murder but to get to that point something else has been goingon, something else is at work, an attitude of heart, something that leads up to that extreme that is not so far away from our own experience.

Here's Jesus' words again.
You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’ But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment. Again, anyone who says to his brother, ‘Raca,’ is answerable to the Sanhedrin. But anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell. 

Murder is one place where uncontrolled anger can end up. Jesus says, you may not have actually done someone to death but what about the times when you have got so mad with somebody in your heart you have half-wished it? ("I could have killed him!") And there are times when you have treated another person as though they did not deserve your respect or compassion as a human being. I don't suppose you've recently use the word "Raca" to insult someone. No one knows what that word means now, but we can be pretty sure that it's not a good word. When you call somebody "Raca" or a fool you mean to do them damage, you mean to deny them something of their humanity, you wish them a little death. 
Jesus is warning us about our tendency, when we get angry, to dehumanise other people, to regard them as less than what they are, sons or daughters of God, made in his image. Taking a life is about as far as you can go in dehumanising another person (one minute there is a human, then murder, then no human!) but it's a continuum. Whenever you insult, demean, belittle someone else, you deny their full God-given humanity. And we are most tempted to do this when we are overcome with anger.

A few days after the attacks of 9/11, Rowan Williams said this:
Anger always blurs the real human features of those we're angry with. If it didn't, no one would ever be persuaded to violent action
Anger stops us seeing one another's faces. Sometimes we talk about "seeing red" and when we "see red" we are unable to see the person who is making is angry as a human person like us.

I don't think Jesus ever imagined that we wouldn't get angry with other people. You will get angry when people cut you up in traffic, make life miserable at work or home, betray you and let you down, hurt those you love, make you feel small or stupid. These things will make you angry. The question is what do you do when you get angry? Do you feed that anger? Do you let it escalate? Do you let that red mist turn another human being into something less than a human being and so give yourself permission to wound them in some way?

Or is there another way? Are there other habits that we can form? There are all sorts of courses you can go on for anger management but Jesus is not giving us good advice on how to keep our temper, instead he is asking us to change our hearts and to look at other people as God looks at us. That I should look at you, even if you have hurt me, as a person made in the image of God. It is when we lose sight of one another's humanity that we turn to violent words and actions. It is when we recognise our God-given humanity in the face of the one who has angered us that we put a brake on our anger and start to live lives of peace and reconciliation. So the challenge that Jesus put before us is this: practice looking at everybody in their full humanity. So that means that we try not to denigrate or belittle or insult other people, not even in our hearts, not even in our thoughts. When we look at other people we try and do so through God's eyes and see them, not as perfect, but as loved, valued and infinitely precious to their heavenly Father. If God sees us in this way how dare we do less?
