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“Freedom from the Inner Tyrant” 

 
Growing up, my favorite TV cartoon was Thunder Cats—a shameless mash up of things 
that delighted me: alien worlds, super powers, the battle between good and evil, and, 
of course cats.  
 
When I was six or seven years old, on a trip with Mom to the Ames department store, I 
found the best toy ever—a matchbox car sized Thunder Tank, the Thunder Cats 
equivalent of the Batmobile. Its wheels were spring-loaded, so if you dragged it 
backwards and let go, it would zip off like a real car, a real Thunder Tank. 
 
It was great playing with it on the floor of Ames, but after a few minutes of pure joy, it 
occurred to me that this fun would end soon. We had to buy the Thunder Tank so I 
could bring it home and keep it and play with it forever. I wanted it so badly. Couldn’t I 
just have this one little toy? Please, Mom. I’ll be so good. I won’t ask for anything else. I 
promise. Please.  
 
Back at home with my new prized possession, I hurried to the front yard, where I sent 
the tank racing down the sidewalk. It was a great spot to unleash the Thunder Tank 
because the stretch of concrete was longer than any hard surface indoors, and because 
it gave neighbors and passersby the opportunity to be amazed. 
 
The downside to the sidewalk were the various specks of dirt and grit that got caught in 
the wheels’ spring mechanism. Before long my new tank didn’t work anymore.  
 
I screamed and stomped around, threw the tank at the ground and called it names, and 
I absolutely demanded that we return to Ames to get another one. It just wasn’t fair. My 
new favorite toy broke! I barely got to play with it.  
 
I screamed and screamed but Mom wouldn’t take me back to Ames. So I decided I’d 
have to run away and go by myself. I announced my intention loudly, hoping this threat 



would do the trick. Mom didn’t respond. So I had to actually run away. I followed the 
sidewalk past three houses before I came to High Street, a busy intersection that I was 
not allowed to cross. I looked back. Mom wasn’t following me. She wasn’t even in the 
front yard. 
 
I sat down on the sidewalk and cried and hit the ground. And it was there that the 
thought entered my mind: I should try to cross the road. If something terrible happened 
to me that would show Mom. If she wouldn’t drive me to Ames, at least she would feel 
awful that she hadn’t. 
 
My desire was only for my broken toy to be replaced. That was all I wanted. But in that 
moment it was everything, my whole world. When I compared how much it would cost 
Mom to help me—just a few minutes driving to the store—against how much I had lost, it 
was inconceivably cruel of her to ignore my need. It seemed perfectly just that she 
should be punished somehow. 
 
This is how the ego works, even in a six-year-old, it fortifies my desire by building a 
whole story around it, defending it, justifying it, elevating the desire from what I want to 
what I deserve. How dare Mom not take me back to Ames! This is the problem with 
desires, not that we have them—which is unavoidable—but that we make their fulfillment 
our absolute right. The ego is my own personal injury lawyer, always looking to make a 
case about how I’ve been hurt or wronged, how my desires, which are my rights, have 
been violated.  
 
That is sin. When I believe that internal lawyer, when I join with him in his fight for self-
justification, I am obeying sin. We do this at our own expense—the wages of sin is death—
I cut myself off from life. There is within me the tantrum-throwing child and the disciple. 
If I welcome the tantrum-throwing child I receive his reward, and the disciple shakes the 
dust from his feet and his peace leaves me.  
 
The reward of the tantrum-throwing child is that I remain alone, out there on the 
sidewalk, nursing my hurt and anger to spite my mother, instead of returning home to 
the one who would comfort and hold me.  
 



When my master is sin—the ego, the injury lawyer, the tantrum-throwing child—I would 
rather stay out on the sidewalk. You know what this feels like. You’re in a fight with 
someone and you can’t end it because you know you’re right. You might like to end it, 
maybe the thing you were fighting over doesn’t even feel that important anymore, but 
you can’t end it because you shouldn’t be the one to do that. You’re in the right. Or 
you’ve lost something precious to you. A job, a relationship, a prized possession. And 
you can’t let it go because it isn’t right. It shouldn’t have happened to you. Sometimes 
the thing you’ve lost is objectively small, not that important even. It can be anything 
because the ego master is always looking for these opportunities to exercise his power 
over me.  
 
Recently, I called Verizon customer service first thing in the morning—not a way I 
recommend starting the day incidentally—and for inexplicable reasons the call took 30 
minutes. I couldn’t let go of the thought that it wasn’t right. That I shouldn’t have lost 30 
minutes of my life to that call. This did not cause a full-blown temper tantrum, perhaps if 
it had, I would have noticed more quickly which master I was following. It was instead a 
more subtle agitation that lingered into my day—a slightly elevated heart rate, the 
simmer of adrenaline, a fight-or-flight response waiting for a fight. How much of that 
morning did I spend cut off from life? How much of our lives do we spend cut off from 
life? 
 
I want to follow the master whose reward is peace, who lets me get up from the sidewalk 
and go home, but the other master is persuasive and has a sneaky hiding place. I’m so 
familiar with the ego master that it feels almost like me. This is why Jesus compares 
discipleship to death. “Those who lose their life for my sake will find it.” To follow Christ, 
to make him my master, I must turn away from the master I thought was me.  
 
This is, of course, the weekend when we celebrate our independence—the courageous 
decision made by the founders of this country that no cost, even life itself, would be too 
great a price to pay for freedom from a tyrant. This is the same decision Jesus asks of us, 
that we would risk all costs to be free of our own tyrants. Christ desires for us freedom 
from our selves, that we might follow and obey him, rather than the devices and desires 
of our own hearts.  
 



The tremendous cost of discipleship is also its greatest reward: to die to myself is to live 
to God. This sounds abstract perhaps until we meet a disciple, and recognize the fruits 
of a person who has died to herself—a person who rarely becomes defensive, who isn’t 
easily hurt or offended, who laughs at herself loudly and often, who doesn’t need to be 
right or have the last word or her own way.  
 
When you welcome such a person, they bring with them a contagious sense of peace. 
You become aware of your breathing. Your shoulders relax a little. You realize that you’d 
been worrying about something, and as soon as you notice it, your stomach softens; 
your forehead relaxes. In the presence of such a person we taste the reward of 
discipleship—participation in the life of God. We experience the truth of what Jesus says, 
that to welcome a disciple is to welcome Christ and the one who sends Christ.  
 
We can get up from the sidewalk and return home anytime, trade our tyrant for another 
master, the one whose yoke is easy, whose burden is light. His reward of peace is 
constantly awaiting our welcome.  
	


