Sunday, January 27, 1985
HOW TO DEAL WITH HOSTILITY
Ephesians 2:14-22

Some years ago, | was visiting with the daughter of man who had recently died. | asked her
what she remembered most about her father. She said, “what i remember is that he was most
of the time unhappy. He got angry over little things very easily. | guess one say that he filled
with hostility which he never seemed to overcome throughout his life.” what a memory to leave
with his daughter.

As we talked in the family living room, the wife of the man who had died said that although she
was sad about her husband’s death, she was at the same time relieved. She would no longer
have to be fearful of his frequent and unpredictable outbreaks of anger and hostility. She
hoped he was now at peace.

A lot of people are unhappy and filled with hostility. Leo Buscaglia wrote in one of his books
these words: “My daily experiences bring me into contact with individuals who seem totally
lifeless and frighteningly apathetic. Most disturbing is their complete disrespect for their
personhood. Most of them dislike themselves and where they are, and would choose, if they
could, to be someone else and somewhere else. They are suspicious of others and guarded
about their own selves.... They fear risks, lack faith and scoff at hope as if it were romantic
nonsense. They seem to prefer to live in constant anxiety, fear, and regret. They are too
frightened to live in the present and almost totally devastated by the past: too cynical to trust
and too suspicious to love. They mumble negative, bitter accusations, and blame an uncaring
god, neurotic parents, or a sick society for placing them in a hopeless hell in which they feel
helpless.”

There are many among us who are filled with hostility — who seem to be angry with life and
with others most of the time. In a recent book entitled, “Treating Type A behavior and Your
Heart,” the authors, Meyer Friedman and Diane Ulmer show that free floating hostility is a
major component of type A Behavior and therefore a significant contribution

To heart disease. This morning then, let’s look at what our Christian faith has to say to us
about dealing with hostility for it is primarily a spiritual problem, although it has medical and
physical implications. And we’re going to be talking about how to deal with the hostility within
ourselves, for once we can do that, then we can deal with the hostility in others.

First, let me try to define the kind of hostility we will be talking about. Here’s one definition:
Free-flouting hostility is a permanently indwelling anger that shows itself with ever-greater
frequency in responses to increasingly trivial happenings. Those filled with hostility are very
good at hiding it by always finding excuses and rationalizations for their permanent state of
irritation.

For example, when you become angry at another driver, as a rule the other driver has indeed
done something unusual or unexpected. Or when you express displeasure at having to wait in
long line at he bank or the grocery store, you seem to have logic on your side. But sooner or
later, your friends and your family members begin to notice that you are finding far too many
things to get upset about and are also getting angrier than the situation calls for.

The other day | heard about a man who got so angry because the car behind him honked the
horn when he didn’t start soon enough after the light changed — he got so angry that he



jumped out of his car, walked to the car behind him, opened the door,, grabbed the keys out of
the ignition and with a mighty toss, threw them into a snowbank.

Then | heard about another man who over-reacted when he heard his slightly overweight wife
cracking some English walnuts in their kitchen and said to her, “If you knew how you look in
the bedroom with those huge rolls of flabby fat quivering, then you would know why hearing
you crack those walnuts makes me so mad.”

Then | heard about another man who over-reacted when he heard his slightly overweight wife
cracking some English walnuts in their kitchen and said to her, “If you knew how you look in
the bedroom with those huge rolls of flabby fat quivering, then you would know why hearing
you crack those walnuts makes me so mad.”

How then do you begin to handle your hostility? The first step is to discover if you have hostility
within you. The tell-tale signs are these: (1) If you become irritated or angry at relatively minor
mistakes of your family members, friends, acquaintances, or complete strangers or find such
mistakes hard to overlook: (2) If you frequently find yourself critically examining a situation in
order to find something that is wrong or might go wrong: (3) If you find yourself scowling and
unwilling or unable to laugh at things your friends laugh at: (4) If you are overly proud of your
ideals and enjoy telling others about them: (5) If you frequently find yourself thinking or that
everyone has a selfish angle or motive: (6) If you find yourself regarding even one person with
contempt:(7) If you have a regular tendency to shift the subject of a conversation to various
departments and officers of the federal government, or of the young generation:(8) If you
frequently use obscenities in your speech: (9) If you find it difficult to compliment or
congratulate other people with honest enthusiasm.

If any of these descriptions applies to you, then — unless both your spouse and a close friend
spontaneously and with obvious sincerity Object, you should conclude that you possess at
least some free-floating hostility, always keep in mind the fact that the greatest. obstacle to
recognizing the nature of your own hostility is your eagerness to find excuses for it.

Now let’s say that you are beginning to admit that you have a hostility problem. Then the
second step begins to bring your hostility under control, you must cease trying to change other
people and other things and instead concentrate on altering your reactions to them. changes
must take- place within you. and the kind of basic change that is called for means you have to
replace some of your old beliefs with new ones, in religious language this means what we
talked about a few weeks ago in the sermon on repentance — it means not being afraid to
admit your sin in this case -your hostility) and then turning around and starting off in a new
direction. it's what we often call — being “born again.”

Here then are some of the old false beliefs you must give up, along with the new ones to take
their place.

(1) the belief that you need a certain amount of hostility to get ahead in the world. too many
people still believe that the only way one can be successful in this world is to be hard-nosed
about everything. what being hostile does is to spoil human relationships and in the long run
only makes matters worse.

(2) the belief that you can’t do anything about your hostility. This one is hard to get rid of. too
often people say, “I know I'm hostile, but I just can’t help it,”



(3) the belief that other people tend to be ignorant and inept. If our world were a perfect world
inhabited by people equally perfect, hostile people would still find plenty to complain about.
People who are hostile, always critical, and become easily irritated over the mistakes of others
do not behave that way because they have a real desire to improve the world or to help those
in need of help, but simply out of an urge to assuage their own low self-esteem.

Since you cannot possibly hope to avoid all irritants in your life, your only hope is to change
your attitude toward them. After all, the intensity of an irritant in a very real sense depends
upon the irritability of the recipient. Certainly, the world contains people who are both inept and
annoyingly ignorant. Very little you can do will alter that, but patience and a sense of proportion
can make you feel better about it.

Also, you are probably not aware of the serious spiritual damage you may be inflicting both
upon yourself by your obsessive fault-finding. When you constantly attempt to mold other
persons to fit an image that you have constricted, you are guilty of what Thomas Merton once
described as loving only the reflection of yourself you find in them. You then do not love them
for themselves.

(4) The belief that you cannot live with doubt and uncertainty. Many hostile people are that way
because of their frustration with the fact that things change, and they cannot know everything
that is going to happen.

They find it difficult to face the fact there are only two absolute certainties in your life — your
birth and your death. You had no control over your birth, and you will not have very much
control over your death, your life is shaped a good deal less than you think by deliberate
choice on your part and is affected by all kids of various circumstances. It is your life — your
birth and your death. You had no control over your birth, and you will not have very much
control over your death, your life is shaped a good deal less than you think by deliberate
choice on your part and is affected by all kinds of various circumstances. It is your life — yet it
is not really yours at all.

People who are extremely hostile not only expect their environment to present them with
absolute truths and certitudes, they also strive to erase doubt and uncertainty from their own
thoughts and actions. Human beings are perhaps never more frightening than when they are
convinced beyond all doubt that they are right. They are then what we call fanatics,”

Oliver Wendall Holmes, one said, “To have doubted one’s own first principles is the mark of a
civilized person.” and strange as it may seem, and open admission of doubt, uncertainty, error,
or even insecurity or decrease your self-esteem. It usually has precisely the opposite effect. It
also will surprise and please a lot of your friends and acquaintances. In fact, it’s a good idea to
practice living with uncertainties and doubts. The test of good mind is the ability to harbor two
opposing thoughts and still live at peace with itself and function.

(5) Another false belief that most hostile people have get rid of is the belief that giving and
receiving love is a sign of weakness. This is one of the saddest false beliefs there is.

Here then are some new beliefs to replace the old and false beliefs on which much of your
hostility is based.



(1) The giving and receiving of love is one of the true joys and purposes in life. It is not a sign
of weakness, but the source of spiritual strength that you have been seeking unconsciously
since childhood. Begin to give and receive love unconditionally and you will find your
hospitality decreasing. Once you begin to love in this way, then god’s love begins to work in
and through you.

(2) Begin to employ understanding, compassion, and forgiveness when dealing with others.
It's the way God meant us to deal with each other. Be kind. Everyone you meet carries a
heavy burden. Ask yourself the next time you start to become hostile and irritated with
someone — If | do become irritated or angry at this person, whom do | benefit? What do |
accomplish?

Irritated with someone — If do become irritated or angry at this person, whom do | benefit?
What do | accomplish?

In his book, Friedman tells about one man who was working to overcome his hostility. One day
as he was standing in line at the supermarket, a middle-aged woman just in front of him at the
checkout counter began to chat with the checker and then handed her a baby she was
carrying. The checker held the baby and cooed at it. The man who was working to overcome
his hostility, restrained his annoyance by asking himself what would be accomplished if he
became irritated and hostile. Then he began to admire the checker because she was human
enough not only to talk with the customer, but even play with the baby. After she returned the
baby and the woman left, he stepped forward and said pleasantly — ” That sure was a cute
baby, wasn't it?” The checker smiled at him and said, “Thank you sir. That’s my baby. My
mother brings her here so | can see her sometimes during the day.” If the man had become
irritated and hostile as was his usual habit, he would ve spoiled not only his day, but the day
for others as well and would ve accomplished nothing.

(3) The world is full of joy and beaty — begin to search for it rather than looking for things that
irritate you. The more hostile you are — the more unable you are to see the beauty in God’s
creation. If you free yourself for no more than a day from slavery to your hostility, there is a
chance that your experience of the beautiful and joyful could that your experience of the
beautiful and joyful could so illumine your life that you would be liberated for good.

Here’s a special parenthetical bonus for those of you who are now parents of children in the
adolescent stage. Sometimes parents are the most frustrated and hostile during that period.
Two hundred years ago, Horace Walpole remarked that after children have reached puberty,
they are not susceptible to unasked-for-advice. | believe he was right in this and that indeed
you would be well advised to refuse to give advice to any adolescent or post-adolescent child,
even if he or she asked for it — until you answer the following questions in the affirmative: (1)
Am | qualified to counsel my child on this matter? (2) Can | be absolutely certain, knowing as |
do his or her intellectual and emotional capabilities, that my advice will be followed? (3) Can |
be certain that | will be followed (3) Can | be certain that | will not be upset if my child refuses
to heed what | say? If that answer to any one of these questions is no — go no further.

Instead of always wanting to give advice, express your love and appreciation to your children.

(4) The most important belief of all is that hostility can be overcome. Our scripture reading this
morning underscores this fact. It remind us that God has taken the initiative in overcoming all
hostility. Listen again to how the writer to the church at Ephesus puts it. “For Christ is our
peace, who had made us both one and has broken down the dividing walls of hostility.”



What you have to do is to begin to act on this belief. Here’s how to begin. This morning in this
worship service make a commitment to God that you are going to begin to overcome your
hostility. Then following this service of worship, make the same commitment to someone very
close to you — perhaps your spouse or some other very close friend.

Then also request your spouse or friend to give you a pre-arranged signal whenever they
observe the signs of a hostile outburst coming on. Then you also have to promise that upon

receiving such a signal you will make no attempt to justify your anger, but simply stop
immediately.

Remember it is not God’s will that you are to be a hostile angry person. Rather God wants
each of us to be a joyful and loving individual. Amen.



