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It was the catchword of the day.  From the moment the movie, Network, came out, you heard it everywhere, from everyone’s lips.  “I’m mad as hell and I’m not going to take it anymore.”

Now, if you didn’t see the movie or if you need reminding, Network told the story of Howard Beale, the longtime anchor of the UBS Evening News, who is told he has just two more weeks on the air because of declining ratings. The following night, he announces he’ll commit suicide on his next broadcast.  Immediately, the network fires him.  But Beale relents and UBS decides to let him back on the air, ostensibly for a dignified farewell. He promises he will apologize for his outburst. However, once on the air, he launches into a rant reminding his viewers how crazy and violent the world is, how unhappy and abused and powerless they are.  He rails:

“I want you to get mad! I don't want you to protest. I don't want you to riot.  I don’t want you to write your congressman. I…just want you to get mad.  So get up now…get up out of your chairs. Get up right now and go to the window. Open it, and stick your head out, and yell, 'I'M MAD AS HELL, AND I'M NOT GOING TO TAKE IT ANYMORE!'  Things have got to change. But first, you've gotta get mad!... You've got to say, "I'M MAD AS HELL, AND I'M NOT GOING TO TAKE IT ANYMORE!" 

Clearly, those words spoke to a moment in time in the mid-70’s when the film was released.  I think they speak at least as well to this moment right now.  It’s true, isn’t it?  As a society, we are “mad as hell” and we seem not to want to “take it anymore.”  

Just take a look around.  We see it everywhere we turn.  

When it comes to politics, it’s there in the angry voices raised in arguments about our country’s future, in the outrage of those who call in to the radio talk shows, in the crude anti-Muslim hate-speech unleashed by the Ground Zero mosque debate.  It’s there in Iowa billboards that picture Hitler, Stalin and Obama as “radical leaders prey(ing) on the fearful and naïve.”  That’s what political debate has come to in our country today.   As a nation, we are “mad as hell” and it is terrifying to behold.  

It’s there as well when it comes to the hot-button issue of Israel and the Middle East.  Around the world, there is such rage against the Jewish state it’s hard to fathom in a day where Jew-hatred was supposed to be a thing of the past.  This fury on the part of Israel’s many enemies – fury seen at huge gatherings in Hebron last week “celebrating” the Hamas murders of 4 innocent Israelis, at this spring’s ubiquitous flotilla rallies, on the internet and in the halls of the United Nations – is uglier and more unsettling than ever before.

Here, in our own American Jewish community, the debate is more polarized and polarizing than I can ever remember.  The left wing accuses the right of bullying.  The right accuses the left of naively trading away security for empty promises.  Today it appears there’s no longer any room in the sensible middle, no place for reasonable moderation.  My friends, when it comes to talking about the Middle East here in our American Jewish community, we are clearly “mad as hell.” 

Of course, the anger and rage are not restricted to the political arena.  They are there in the warp and woof of our daily lives and it’s impossible to miss.  Drive on the streets and highways of America where road rage is a constant reality.  Listen to the way people address each other in the streets, in the malls, on Facebook walls, in our houses of worship, the way many young people address their teachers and some teachers vent about their students on public blogs.  Listen to the hate-filled rants of Mel Gibson on YouTube and know:  we swim these days in a sea of rage and righteous indignation.  

Of course it’s easier to see when we point the finger at others.  But, let’s be honest, it’s us too.  Think how often you and I go around waiting -- just waiting! – for something or someone to rub us the wrong way, ready to blow at any moment.  We know how it goes.  We’re rushing somewhere in our car and find ourselves stuck in the passing lane behind someone driving under the speed limit – my personal pet peeve -- or we choose the slower line at the supermarket or bank or we try to resolve a billing problem on the phone and get shunted from person to person, explaining our problem to each one, getting madder and madder until finally, inevitably our call gets dropped and we realize we’re going to have start all over again from square one.

So what happens?  We know what happens.  It’s usually no more than a nano-second before the embers of annoyance burst into full flames -- and, before we know it, we’re leaning on the horn or going hoarse yelling at some stranger or cussing the waitress.  Frazzled by the crazy pace of our lives, we seem to be always on the edge of an outburst that usually doesn’t take very long to come.  

But it isn’t just the pace of our lives that has us ready to blow.  What really infuriates us is our sense of powerlessness, a conviction that the world around us is going to “hell in a hand basket” and there’s nothing we can do about it.  And the perfect symbol for this, I believe, was this summer’s oil spill in the Gulf.  As Day 12 morphed into Day 49, Day 61 into Day 93, that spill came to stand for all the things in our lives we felt unable to control – the stalled economy, scarcity of jobs, state and local governments going broke, the unaffordability of basic healthcare.  And even though the spill is now gone – thank God! -- those same feelings remain.  We still feel, so many of us that the entire world is broken and no one knows what to do, or worse, that the system is fixed and we’re getting the shaft and nobody cares.  

It’s like the story of Moses coming down the mountain after receiving God’s Law, seeing his people dancing around the Golden Calf and becoming so enraged he shatters the tablets into tiny pieces.  According to one modern midrash, the rich and powerful got the pieces that said “Kill,” “Steal,” “Commit Adultery” while the poor and powerless got the ones that said “Thou Shalt Not.”  

That’s the way it often feels, doesn’t it?  We look at the hedge fund managers with their obscene bonuses, the unrepentant oil company executives and the chairmen of the boards of the auto companies who got bailed out last year, and we say: “What about me?  Where’s my bailout?”  We tell ourselves it’s not fair.  We play by the rules and everywhere we look we see others gaming the system and getting away with it.  So we feel outraged and violated and constantly churning at a slow boil.

We Jews, of all people, know how dangerous this anger can be, where this bubbling cauldron of rage can lead.  We know how easy it is for a demagogue to channel it into hatred against immigrants or women or Jews.  We know how easily it can lead someone to plant a bomb or burn a cross or threaten a black congressman’s family as happened in our recent health care debate.  We all know how short a journey it is from anger to violence.  

I wonder how many of us remember a film from the nineties called “Falling Down.” In it, Michael Douglas plays an angry little man who seems to be at war with the entire world.  Stuck in an endless traffic jam as the film opens, he finally pulls off the highway, his car breaks down in a dangerous neighborhood, he is threatened, then attacked by a gang of angry kids, fights with his ex-wife over custody of their child, and, finally, in a gathering storm of impotent rage, kills one man and is himself gunned down by the law.  What makes this movie so unforgettable is that it portrays the sense of helpless rage so many of us feel and warns us where that rage can lead.

But we don’t have to turn to popular culture to know how dangerous anger can be.  We can look instead to our own tradition and find there our greatest leader, Moses, denied entry into the Promised Land because he can’t control his temper.  We see Joseph almost murdered, then sold into slavery by his brothers because, in their envy and anger, they “could not speak a peaceful word to him.”  We see Korach and his followers, overflowing with rage, rising up against Moses and Aaron until they are swallowed up by the very earth itself.  

Let me tell you:  our Jewish tradition is well-aware of the destructive power of anger, how it can pull families and communities apart, how it spews poison in all directions, how it can steal our soul as we become unrecognizable even to ourselves.

So, as Tevye famously said, “Dear God, send us the cure.  The disease we’ve got already.”

Well, the disease we do have – in spades -- a virtual plague of anger that rages around us and in us.  So what is the cure?  For the answer, we can look to a rabbi called the Koretzer Rebbe who once said:  “Long ago I conquered my anger and placed it in my pocket. When I have need of it, I take it out.”  In other words, anger for the Rabbi was so malleable he could contain it, control it and place it in his pocket, at least metaphorically.   

The question is:  How do we do this?  

Today, on this first day of the new year 5771, I want to suggest two at-least-partial solutions – one to do with actions and one to do with attitude.  

It begins with actions, with a mighty effort at self-mastery, an attempt to “distance ourselves from our anger,” as the great rabbi, Nachmanides, advised.  By “distancing ourselves,” he wasn’t suggesting we should never be angry; that just isn’t realistic or even always appropriate.  What he meant is that we need to develop a sense of perspective on our anger, to stand back from it somehow so we can control it rather than it controlling us.  

Sometimes we do that simply by recognizing and admitting these stormy feelings as they arise within us and remind ourselves that we do have the choice – at any moment -- to give in to them or not.  We can learn to take a good, long breath before we act, and, as all our moms advised, count to ten, anything to increase the space between the match and the fuse.  We can adopt a practice I learned recently never to express anger on the same day it’s stirred up.  Instead we wait at least until the next day when we quietly say to that person: “I was upset with you yesterday.  Can we talk about that?” In this way, our anger is contained and the healing dialog at least has a chance to begin.  

Does this sound unrealistic, naive?  As one possessed of a sometimes prodigious temper myself, I know it’s not.  I know we’re capable of doing it.  I know because, in the past few years, having witnessed again and again the destructive power of malicious emails, I have forced a new discipline on myself.  Now, when I receive an email that stirs my anger, I sit down and immediately allow myself to compose the furious, “let-me-tell-you” response my anger demands.  But then, after it’s written, I put it away.  I don’t send it.  Instead I sit on it for 2 or 3 days at least, then invariably destroy it and send instead something calmer, something only time and a little emotional distance can provide.  

Believe me, I know:  we all want to scream and carry on when we are insulted or demeaned but we also know what happens when we do.  When we stop and realize what’s at stake, we see the damage our rage leads to.  We force ourselves to slow down and take a breath, and put an emotional distance between the match and the fuse.  

And that’s a good start.  But then, we have to go further.  Because it can’t just be about actions.  The truth is:  no matter how hard we try, we’ll never be able to control our rage through mental tricks and techniques alone.  It has to be about a different way of seeing and understanding those around us.  What am I talking about?  I’m suggesting we stop assuming the worst about the motives and intentions of others because it is this that invariably pushes us from mild irritation into full-blown rage.  We all know how it goes.  In the heat of the moment, when we feel attacked or abused or taken for granted, we make snap judgments about those who’ve hurt us, attaching destructive labels to them, making the worst possible read of their intentions, getting angrier and more indignant by the moment.  No wonder we go around so much of the time like ticking time bombs.  Because, as long as we believe the worst, expect the worst of others, we are rarely disappointed.    

So what’s the antidote?  Our tradition teaches that we are to judge others with what the rabbis call “kaf zechut,” the “benefit of the doubt.”  What they mean is, in any human interchange, we preempt anger by looking for what’s good and right, what’s  reasonable and defensible in their behavior instead of what is wrong, venal or gratuitously cruel.  

The problem with so many of our relationships is that we tend to judge others without mercy but expect to be judged ourselves with the scales tipped in our favor.  It’s true, isn’t it?  We want our friends and family to trust us that we didn’t mean to hurt them, that we may have erred in our words or deeds but we would never have done anything consciously to hurt them.  But when it comes to doing the same for them, we are quick to take offense, quick to believe the worst about their motives and intentions, quick to assume they are callous or cruel.  And it is this corrosive attitude that poisons our lives and our relationships with those around us.

What we need – so desperately -- is an “attitude adjustment,”  to start looking for the best in those around us, especially those we find most difficult -- not because they’ve done anything special to earn it but for the simple fact they’re human, a child of God like ourselves.  If we could only learn to see the world in this way, to look for the best in friends, neighbors and family instead of the worst, I believe, we could create a revolution in our “mad as hell“ world, reining in our rage and escaping its 

tyranny over our lives. 

We could become like the great Chasidic sage, Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev, who once spotted a man in tallit and tefilin, greasing the wheels of his wagon -- a clear violation of Jewish law.  Instead of becoming furious, the rabbi turned his eyes heavenward and proclaimed:  “Do you see, Master of the Universe, how holy are Your children?  Even when they are greasing the wheels of their wagons, they still remember to pray to You!”  That is how the rabbi approached those around him, giving them the benefit of the doubt, looking for the best in them and so freeing himself from the shackles of his anger.
I believe you and I can do this too.  When we are feeling bullied or ignored or talked down to by family or friends we can remind ourselves that they represent God’s handiwork and if God can be patient with them, understanding of them, forgiving of them, surely we can as well.  

My friends, this is indeed a “mad as hell” world, a world fairly boiling with rage and righteous indignation.  But there is a way out and we don’t have to be superhuman to make it happen.  We simply need to exercise a little self control and, most of all, learn to see everyone around us – even the ones who drive us crazy – as a “child of God.”  Because in the end, the truth is:  if we can’t master our anger, it will do us more harm than anyone else.  

That’s why I want to conclude today with a story about a young man who, while he was in college, was wounded deeply by one of his friends.  The man was so angry he swore he’d get revenge.  As he walked around campus he thought of ways to get even until he saw a sticky burr covered with sharp thorns that had fallen from a tree -- and put it in his pocket.  His plan was to carry it with him until he found the one who had hurt him, then throw it down his back, making sure that it caused him maximum pain.   

But something interesting took place as the young man went around campus with that burr, looking to exact revenge.  Because every time he took a step, the burr would stick into his own leg.  Every time he sat down, it dug in even more.  Finally at the end of the day, he took the burr from his pocket and discovered that all its thorns were gone.  They were all in his leg, now bloody, painful and raw.  Suddenly he got it.  Suddenly he understood.  He had wanted to even the score, to vent his anger and hurt his friend but in the end he realized he had hurt no one but himself.  

So it is with us.  Unless we can control the rage that boils within us, it will surely destroy us.  Today, on this the first day of the new year, a new start, a fresh beginning, isn’t it time we take that nasty burr of anger and throw it away before it cuts us to shreds?  Let’s do it today before it’s too late, before our “mad as hell” world engulfs us.  Today I ask you:  Reach in now.  Reach in to your pocket.  Take hold of it, gently, carefully.  Now throw it away.  Throw it away once and for all.  There, doesn’t that feel good?

