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What People Are Saying About  ]Anger: Deal with It, Heal with It, Stop It from Killing You . . .


“Through Dr. Bill DeFoore’s engaging work with anger and rage, our world is relieved of much of its despair and pain. In this new edition of Anger: Deal with It, Heal with It, Stop It from Killing You, Dr. DeFoore illuminates the powerful force of these emotions and how to capture their potent energy for good, for healing and for creating an abundantly successful life.”


Carolyn Craft  
Executive Director of Wisdom Radio


 


“A great book that will touch a nerve in everyone. Bill DeFoore gives you a better understanding of yourself and the people around you, as he shares his enormous depth and insight into human nature. I’d like to ask everyone to read this book. Then we would have healthy parents, couples who are able to compromise, and resilient selves.”


Connie Tyne  
Executive Director of the Cooper Wellness Program, 
Cooper Aerobics Center, Dallas


 


“In keeping with the times, Dr. William DeFoore’s revisions to Anger: Deal with It, Heal with It, Stop It from Killing You  insightfully address the problems of today—anger in schools, on the roads, in our children and at work. Behind every person’s anger is a story. Dr. DeFoore can help us understand the stories and empower us to be a part of positive change in ourselves, our homes and our communities.”


Cardwell C. Nuckols, Ph.D.  
author, Healing an Angry Heart



 


“This powerful new edition of Anger: Deal with It, Heal with It, Stop It from Killing You is for anyone who has felt hurt or seen others hurt by unhealthy anger. It is also for those who want to experience and communicate their anger in ways that allow them to gain a sense of personal strength, health and integrity, experience greater intimacy in relationships and attain deeper fulfillment in their lives at every level. It is for all of us wishing to rebuild a world with a safe and healthy future for ourselves and our children.”


Jane Middelton-Moz  
author, Boiling Point and Good and Mad
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Anyone can become angry—that is easy.
But to be angry with the right person,
to the right degree, at the right time,
for the right purpose,
and in the right way—this is not easy.

 




Aristotle  
The Nicomachean Ethics
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INTRODUCTION


Since this book was first released in 1991, anger and violence levels have continued to increase in a variety of different settings. From the loss of everyday civility to incidents of road rage, sky rage and parents brawling at Little League games, it seems that people are becoming more explosive with each passing day. On an even more alarming scale, the tragedy of school and workplace shootings, suicide bombings, terrorist attacks and large-scale wars have impinged upon our reality uninvited. So what do we need to learn, understand and do now and in the future to protect our families, our communities and ourselves?

This revision is devoted to providing some answers to that question.

One thing is for certain. If we only look at what’s wrong, what’s not working and what needs to be changed, we may end up adding to the problems that we want to solve. It doesn’t help to get angry about all of the anger. We must see what’s right about our emotions and what’s working within and around us in our families, our global community and ourselves. You will find ample positive and uplifting material in this revision.

As an author and a therapist, my understanding of anger and its role in the human process has broadened and deepened in the past thirteen years. I have discovered and utilized many new and effective methods for working with anger in my practice, which I will share with you. Moreover, I have gained some valuable insights and perspectives  regarding what’s going on in the world, as it relates to our physical, mental, emotional and spiritual wellness.




NEW CHAPTERS IN THIS REVISED EDITION 

You will find four new chapters in this revision. Chapter 7, “Anger Among Our Children,” provides insights into understanding and responding to what appears to be a growing level of violence and aggression among our youth. As the shapers of our future, our children are precious to us and vulnerable to our influence in many ways. This chapter challenges you to face these issues head-on and take responsibility for addressing the small-scale and system-wide problems that plague our children nationwide and globally. You will learn of the damaging effects of conscious and unconscious neglect and the power of storytelling for lightening our children’s burdens. Finally, you will find in this chapter an abundance of information about what you specifically can do to help children on many different levels. Informative, inspiring and empowering, this material will take you to a new level of freedom and responsibility for the nurturing and care of children.

Chapter 10, “Female Anger: The Emergence of the Powerful Woman,” gives some unique perspectives and insights into anger issues as they affect women in particular. The victim-persecutor-rescuer dynamic is discussed in terms of typical male and female roles, and positive and negative stereotypes and mythological images of powerful women are explored to provide an understanding of how we got to where we are now. In conclusion, women are encouraged and inspired to claim the power of presence that surpasses other forms of power that have victimized women throughout history.

New research has been added throughout this revision where relevant, particularly to show the impact of anger-related issues on your health. Chapter 14, “Healthy Anger and Your Health,” in particular focuses on the impact of emotions on heart disease, immune function, respiration, circulation and digestion. The emphasis in this material is on building healthy patterns rather than diagnosing dysfunction. Readers are challenged to understand and claim the useful energy of their healthy anger to become proactive and productive in all aspects of their lives.

A metaphorical context is used in chapter 14, taking you from the development of “the warrior spirit” to the evolution of “the spiritual warrior.” You will learn about the warrior’s “sword” and “shield” and how these energies can work against you—or very much in your favor. You will ultimately find in this information that healthy anger does no harm. Healthy anger is effective action. Healthy anger gets the job done. And you will discover that when it is healthy, anger becomes pure energy that you can use for whatever constructive purpose you choose.

Incidents of workplace violence seem to be at an all-time high as we enter the early stages of the twenty-first century (Bureau of Labor, 2001). In chapter 15, “Overcoming Workplace Violence,” you will find information about the psychology of the violent person, coworkers’ responsibility and business leaders’ responsibility. Practical, useful information, methods and techniques can empower any and all of us to address and attempt resolution of this problem in society. You will learn that the ultimate answer is love, and yet a kind of love that requires tremendous courage.

Throughout this book you’ll find affirmations at the end of every chapter that you can use to form empowering positive beliefs about your emotions and yourself. Write them down, say them out loud and expand on them in ways that work  specifically for you. If any negative thoughts come up during the process, write them down, too. Replace all negative statements with at least three positive ones. Your thoughts in many ways impact your emotions and your life as a whole. Take charge of this creative process until your thoughts become an asset you can utilize for your own good health and well-being.




NEW MATERIAL THROUGHOUT THIS REVISION 

New methods and techniques for managing, healing and expressing anger and related emotions have been added throughout this revised edition. You the reader will therefore gain more skills that you can use to further your own health and healing process.

If you are to fully embrace and manage your anger and rectify it with your good heart, it is essential that you recognize the nobility and magnificence of the human spirit. To help with this process, you will find more spiritual references in this revised edition, providing a holistic approach to emotional wellness as a key to body, mind and spirit health.

In chapter 8, “Protecting the Child Within,” you will learn about the inner child of the past, present and future, and how you can effectively utilize each of these images to enhance your healing and healthy functioning.

Chapter 9, “The Role of Anger in the Grief Process,” provides new insights and approaches to the grieving process. Different techniques will help you move through times of loss toward healing, recovery and a return to love.

Perhaps the most important insight gained through in-depth study of anger therapies is that we simply cannot fight anger and win. When we fight, deny, ignore or suppress anger, it just gets stronger and becomes more destructive.  Anger must be understood and embraced if we are to master its energy and be in charge of our own actions.




HOW TO KNOW IF YOU HAVE A PROBLEM WITH ANGER 

Many of you already know that you have a problem with anger. For those of you who are not sure, here are some indicators:
• When you get angry, you don’t get over it. Sometimes it lasts until you explode, or it may go inside to fuel the fires of your rage. You may be one who “holds a grudge.”

• You never get angry. You just don’t have the emotion. There are times when you know you should be angry, but the emotion just doesn’t seem to come. Your anger is “watered down,” and you never fully release it.

• You feel frustrated, disappointed or irritable much of the time, but you just don’t ever get angry. Anger may be an unacceptable emotion to you, whereas frustration, disappointment or irritability are more acceptable, however unpleasant. This can interfere with or prevent any meaningful level of fulfillment or joy in life.

• You are sarcastic or cynical about yourself, others or the world around you. You may tease others with “velvet daggers” in some of your “jokes,” only to be surprised when they don’t want to be around you. You don’t openly express anger but it is leaking out all the time.

• You may be depressed frequently and for long periods of time. You don’t express anger openly but take it out on yourself, whether you realize it or not. This can lead to suicidal thoughts and behavior or perhaps major illness (Pearsall, 1987).




• Perhaps you are angry all the time. You may be verbally, emotionally or even physically abusive to others in personal and professional relationships. This doesn’t mean that you are a bad person, but it certainly means you need to learn to manage your anger. If indeed you have been abusive, it is almost certain that you will need professional help to work through your problems with anger.

• You feel powerless in your own life—powerless to make the changes you choose to reach your goals. Though you may not use the word, you feel like a victim much of the time. You probably have many ways to explain why you can’t live your dreams, all of which seem very reasonable to you. The point is that if you are denying your power by denying your emotions, you are getting in your own way. To claim all of your emotions as your allies, and to express them in healthy ways, is to maximize your resources for your own expression of purpose in your life.





If you feel that any of these examples apply to you, then you probably have suppressed anger. You will find helpful plans and suggestions throughout this book that are designed to move you toward emotional health and overall well-being.




THE TEN-STEP PLAN FOR TRANSFORMING ANGER INTO A FORCE FOR POSITIVE CHANGE 

This dynamic, practical plan is designed to provide you with a way to structure the content of this book into a process for healing, growth and recovery.


Step One: Call a Truce with Anger 

Designed for your protection and safety, anger is originally and ultimately your friend and ally. Until you accept anger as a valid part of who you are, you will be at war with your anger and yourself. Tasks for this step include:
• Understanding the definition of anger as a protective emotion

• Beginning to consider ways in which anger can be useful and positive





Chapter 2 goes into detail about the definition of anger and its basic function. You will read throughout this book about how anger can be destructive and unhealthy. Chapter 14 is entirely devoted to the topic of healthy anger and how it can ultimately help you reach your goals and realize your dreams.


Step Two: Make the Anger-Love Connection 

Anger does the most harm when it is disconnected from the other basic emotions. Anger springs immediately from pain and fear, and ultimately from love. When anger is connected with love, it becomes courageous action. Tasks for this step include:
• Recognizing the relationship between anger, fear, pain and love

• Identifying the difference between action motivated by fear and action motivated by love

• Beginning to consider how anger shows up when it is felt and expressed in conjunction with love

• Understanding that courage is a result of the anger-love connection.





Explore these relationships in detail in chapter 2, specifically as illustrated in Figure 2.2 and in the sections entitled “Love is the Fuel for the Fire of Anger” and “That’s My Tongue on That Pole.” You will find a great example of anger as courageous action based on love in the same chapter in the section entitled “I’m So Mad I Could Lift a Chevy.”


Step Three: Rewire Your Hot Buttons 

Your hot buttons are your sore spots, your sensitivities, your vulnerabilities, your hang-ups, or your weaknesses that are best known by the ones closest to you. If you don’t know your hot buttons, then those who do can work you like a puppet on a string. Rest assured that your spouse, your children, your friends and your closest work associates know your buttons. If these significant people know your sore spots better than you do, you may often feel like a victim in those relationships. So, your tasks for this step include:
• Identifying your hot buttons
• What are your greatest fears?

• When do you get the angriest?

• What makes you the most depressed and/or withdrawn?

• What actions of others can you just not tolerate?

• What subjects can you not discuss without getting irrational and/or overemotional?

• In what situations are you most likely to shut down, pull away, react emotionally or blow up?

• What is your “Achilles heel”?





• Tracing these current experiences back through your life experience, looking for memories and stories that help to explain these reaction patterns that are uniquely yours.

• Listing these stories chronologically, to the best of your ability.





Through this process, you are tracing the wiring that makes your buttons hot. As you work with and rework these memories through the processes outlined in this book—chapters 8 and 9 are specifically designed to help you with this process—you will be rewiring your hot buttons. This will give you the freedom to:
• Make conscious choices about how to respond when someone pushes your hot button.

• Manage your emotions more effectively so that they are not overwhelming to you.

• Keep your anger level between 0 and 3 (see “Self-Monitoring on the 0-10 Anger Scale” in chapter 13).

• Think clearly and make good decisions even when you are highly emotional.





By rewiring your hot buttons, you are making tremendous strides toward taking charge of your life. You are beginning the process of “turning your dirt into gold” and transforming your weaknesses into strengths.


Step Four: Tell Your Story 

Your story is your memory of those life experiences that made you who you are today. It consists of “the best of times and the worst of times.” You remember those experiences because of the powerful emotions associated with them, such as deep pain and sorrow or great joy and tremendous love. Those experiences are formative, in that they impact us so deeply that we are literally changed, molded and shaped by them. Here are some suggestions about ways to tell your story:• Tell it to yourself—write down all of the memories and life experiences you consider significant, meaningful, important, powerful, traumatic, uplifting or inspiring.



• Tell your story to a trusted friend. You can do this in segments, as it is actually a fairly lengthy process. If you already do this, then ask yourself, What have I not told, and why? 

• Tell your story to a family member. One way to facilitate this is to ask for their stories as well, and then you can do some story-swapping. The board game “Life Stories” can be very helpful in this process (see www.toysrus.com).

• Use fairy tales, myths, books or movies that have had special meaning for you as a springboard for your storytelling. You can find your personal myth by weaving your own life story around the themes you discover in these old favorites from your past (McAdams 1997).

• You may choose to work with a personal coach, confidant, mentor or counselor in this process. Depending on the amount of intense emotion and/or confusion you have regarding your stories/memories, you may benefit from having a listener who is objective, supportive and, in some cases, professionally trained.





Consider this a lifelong process. Your life story is a treasure trove of riches for self-knowledge, self-awareness, self-mastery and powerful emotional energy if you choose to use it as such. Unexamined, your past can be a burden of heavy baggage, or you can choose to make it a springboard for future success. The choice is yours.


Step Five: Get Good at Grieving 

Much of the anger we see and feel in this world is a result of unacknowledged loss and unresolved grief. Grief is part of life. The older we get, the more we experience death and loss of all kinds. These are facts. It is also a fact that grieving is an act of love. In chapter 9 you will find a full discussion of this topic, including a list of the various kinds of losses we experience in  life. You can use the many exercises, rituals and ceremonies provided to facilitate your own grieving process. When you get good at grieving, you will have less fear of loss and therefore less fear of deep love and intimacy. This will give you more personal freedom and flexibility in all aspects of life.


Step Six: Release Toxic Emotions 

There is almost nothing worse than feeling or being in the presence of old, toxic anger. Nobody decided to build up those old emotions—it happens very naturally. When we were children we were simply not equipped to process and release all of the feelings that arose on a daily basis. So, many of those emotions have just been sitting there waiting for us to come back and deal with them. The fact is they don’t just sit there. They “go bad” and become toxic over time. In the section entitled “Feelings Are Just Like Vegetables” in chapter 3, you will find a full explanation of this process. Here are some indications that you may be carrying a buildup of toxic emotions:
• You don’t have enough energy.

• You experience chronic or recurrent illness.

• You suffer from depression.

• You feel irritated, agitated, sad or bitter much of the time.

• You have muscle aches and body pain that cannot be explained medically.

• You react emotionally to situations and don’t know why.

• You tend to overreact emotionally in certain scenarios or with certain people.





Of course, there may be medical reasons for many of the above symptoms, but I caution you against taking an exclusively medical approach to dealing with your emotions and emotional issues. In some cases this can amount to simply  masking the issue and actually lead to more serious and long-lasting problems.

Chapter 12 is devoted entirely to helping you learn to release your emotions in a healthy manner. It is the buildup of toxic emotion that causes your past to become a burden. It is the clearing and releasing of this toxicity that makes your past lighter, and gives you the opportunity to use it as a resource for growth and success.


Step Seven: Make New Decisions 

If your past history or life story is unexamined, chances are that you currently react from and live your life out of old decisions based on childhood emotional experiences. Although some old decisions and/or beliefs are positive and useful, many of them can be self-limiting and destructive. Here are some ways to examine your old decisions and belief systems and transform them into a springboard for positive change:
• Make a list of everything you consider to be a limitation to your health and happiness.

• Examine each of these and determine whether you are powerless to change any of them.

• If so, write down the beliefs about yourself and/or the world that make you powerless. Some of these may indeed be unchangeable, and yet some may simply be self-limiting decisions based on past experience.

• Now you have a list of your old beliefs.

• For each old, self-limiting belief, write at least three positive beliefs. You may draw on positive beliefs you already have or come up with totally new decisions about yourself.

• Use the affirmations at the end of each chapter in this book to assist you with this.

• The affirmations exercise is specifically designed to help you restructure your belief systems and make new decisions.





By doing the work outlined in Steps One through Six, you are laying the groundwork for making new decisions and forming new core beliefs, just as if you were tilling the soil before planting a garden. Preparing the soil is essential if the new seeds are to sprout, grow and blossom. The preparatory process in the first six steps ensures that your new decisions will take root and become new beliefs, setting you free to live the life you choose.


Step Eight: Become an Effective Listener 

Chances are that the angriest people you know are not the best listeners. Have you noticed that there are lots of good talkers in the world but not that many good listeners? When you think about it, you may also find that anyone you consider to be a great listener, you will also consider to be a good person.

The skills for effective listening are not complicated or difficult to learn. The challenge is to apply them consistently during emotionally tense communication. In Appendix II you will find “Guidelines for Respectful Communication” for couples and those in close relationships. Appendix III provides a process designed for conflict resolution in the workplace. Both of these exercises will give you practice in the essential tool called reflective listening or active listening. Appendix II will also teach you the skills for expressing empathy, validation and understanding, which are invaluable in emotionally intense communication.

The basic skills you need to master in order to become a great listener are: 
• Keeping your mind quiet enough to let the speaker’s information enter

• Managing your own emotions and mental activity well enough to set aside any personal agenda, reactions, defenses, explanations or rescue attempts

• Recognizing when communication is simply not feasible due to your own or the other person’s anger level, closedmindedness and/or open hostility

• Developing your attention and memory well enough to repeat the speaker’s words back to her/him clearly and accurately in reflective listening

• Being secure enough within yourself that you can hear the speaker make negative references about you without reacting or shutting down

• In reflective listening, maintaining a very respectful and open nonverbal attitude and posture while restating the speaker’s words. This is particularly challenging when you feel attacked, accused, criticized or blamed, and yet that may be the most important time to use these skills

• Opening your heart and mind in compassion

• Being willing to see the good in the speaker, and believe in their good intentions

• Holding a vision for a positive outcome to the communication process






Step Nine: Claim Your Power 

Power can best be understood in this context as freedom and responsibility. By taking responsibility for your thoughts, feelings and actions, you claim the freedom to make them work for you instead of against you. This takes you right out of the victim role in all of your relationships. Since rage, aggression and violence often emerge directly from a feeling of powerlessness, it follows that you will be avoiding these  problems by claiming your power in healthy ways. Your tasks in this step include:
• Accessing and embracing the physical and emotional energy of your anger so that you can use it consciously and willfully to reach your goals and accomplish positive outcomes. Chapters 12, 13 and 14 are particularly designed to help you with this process.

• Having a variety of skills for setting appropriate boundaries and taking care of yourself (see chapters 6 and 13 for more information on boundaries).

• Learning communication skills that enable you to express your emotions freely and openly while respecting your listener. Appendices II and III are designed to help you with this process. The key skill is the use of “I” statements in which you claim:
• Responsibility for your emotions

• Authority over your reactions and your behavior

• Freedom to act independently of your emotional r eactions

• Freedom to express the full power of your passion and emotional energy in ways that you consciously choose










Step Ten: Create a Fabulous Life 

Now you are ready to use the creative power of your mind without interference from toxic emotions or self-limiting beliefs. We were given these magnificent minds by our Creator for one reason. We are meant to use them. We have heard all of our lives that most of us only use a small fraction of our mental capacity. It has been my experience that emotional wellness coupled with a powerful faith, optimism and spiritual focus provides us with greater access to the brilliance and power of our minds. Your tasks for this step include:

 
• Creating a vision of the life you choose, being sure to include the following:
• Physical health and wellness

• Emotional wellness

• Mental clarity, focus and optimism

• A strong sense of your personal mission and purpose in life

• Healthy, loving relationships

• An ongoing, challenging and fulfilling learning and growth process

• Creative expression that provides you with joy and satisfaction

• Work and/or service that is in alignment with your mission and purpose in life

• Financial comfort and/or prosperity that provides you with the freedom and opportunity you desire in order to reach your goals and realize your dreams





• Working with and reworking your vision on an ongoing basis:
• Write it down

• Revise it

• Expand it

• Make it more focused and specific





• Spending time with your vision in prayer and/or meditation

• Developing a plan and a timeline for realizing your goals:
• Write out a five-year plan

• Write reachable goals for each month of the first two years

• Write reachable goals for each quarter of the second two years

• Write reachable goals for the last year





• Writing out specific tasks and steps to take for reaching each of your goals. Check them off as you accomplish them.

• Seeing it happening, and feeling it happening. Imagine yourself moving through the world after reaching all of  your goals and realizing all of your dreams. Now move through your world like that. The section entitled “Affirmation, Visualization and Imagination” in chapter 16 will guide you through this process so that you can learn and practice the skills.






1

Anger from a New Angle


Sam had a look of indignant rage in his eyes. The lines of his face curved and formed outlines of his anger, which seemed to flow from his eyes in streams. He was hard to look at. It would have been easy to feel afraid or guilty, looking into those accusing eyes.

When he spoke, I was amazed to hear his mild tone and pleasant voice. It was as if the angry eyes had been lying. His words told the story of a passive man, afraid of his twenty-two-year-old son, afraid of his wife and afraid of facing what he had done to create the misery in his family. Sam’s words told me nothing of the anger in his eyes.

He was at war, all right—with himself. “At times,” he said, “my chest burns as if there is a red-hot iron piercing my heart.” Sam was all-too-well armed with guilt and anger at himself, and his body was the battleground.

In the battle with his wife and son, however, he was unarmed. He was a helpless victim. At least, that’s how it seemed to him.

Sam hated his anger. But he couldn’t make it go away. It just got stronger and more disturbing. It turned into rage, which began to show up in his son Joe. The rage that was growing in Sam and his family was about to destroy his home.




THE PRESSURE COOKER 

Most of us find ourselves exploding from time to time and regretting it later. The explosions occur because we don’t like our anger and we try to keep it inside. It works like a pressure cooker. We can only suppress or apply pressure against our anger for so long before it erupts. Periodic eruptions can cause all kinds of problems.

At Sam’s house, the pressure cooker was about to blow. No one had “let the steam out” in a long time. The last pressure release had been six months ago when Joe had taken a neighbor’s car and run it off a bridge. Joe wasn’t hurt, but the car was a total loss. Of course, Joe’s parents paid for it. And paid for it. And paid for it. They always paid. But at least the pressure was off—for a while.

It only took a few more months for Joe to reach a boiling point again. He just wasn’t as good as Mom and Dad at stuffing feelings. It seemed to be his job in the family to let the steam out of the family pressure cooker. This time he really blew the top off.

Sam and his wife, Margaret, had been out of town visiting relatives for the weekend. They had been very nervous about leaving. As a matter of fact, this had been their first trip together for pure pleasure in quite some time. They were usually far too worried about Joe to leave home for long. Their two daughters were grown, and it seemed now that Joe was all they could think about.

As they were driving home, they were quiet. Each was wondering what their son was going to do next. As they turned down their street, they heard the sirens.

Without knowing why, Sam and Margaret looked at each other and panic filled their eyes. They didn’t say a word. Then they saw their house in flames.

The fireman knew who they were by the looks on their faces. He walked up to them slowly and said, “Your son is over there. I’m afraid your home is a total loss. We got here too late. Your neighbor called, and when we arrived we found the house consumed in flames and your son sitting right there acting as if nothing had happened.”

They looked where he was pointing and saw Joe sitting on the ground poking at something with a stick. The look on his face didn’t make any sense. You would never have known from looking at him that his family’s home was burning down just a few hundred feet away.

As they approached they saw that what Joe was holding wasn’t a stick. It was a large kitchen knife. On the ground in front of him was a family portrait showing him and his mother with their arms around each other. His father was off to the side with his arms around his two daughters. Everyone in the picture was smiling except Joe. He was stabbing the family portrait while his house was burning. But he didn’t feel any pressure. He had started the fire.

Maybe you believe you don’t have any anger. You may feel that you have succeeded in stuffing, controlling or stifling  that unpleasant part of yourself. This would work fine if there weren’t a fire under the pressure cooker. But there is.

Everything we are learning about emotions and health tells us it is unhealthy to stuff feelings. Reports by Reuters Health, 2000, and Vanderbilt University, 1999, for example, indicate that anger suppression may boost blood pressure and/or contribute to depression. Your efforts to control your anger may be hurting you. If you don’t blow like an overheated pressure cooker you may have an internal explosion. This usually means depression, self-hatred, major illness or all three.




WHO COULD POSSIBLY LIKE ANGER? 

With all of the abuse and conflict in the world, it seems anger is the problem, certainly not the solution. Victims of abuse, perpetrators of abuse and rescuers of abusers all have problems with anger—their own and others. When it comes to abuse, it seems anger is the bad guy.

Anger is usually expressed in ways that make someone a victim. Because of this we often get anger mixed up with aggression and attack. Most people believe anger is just plain bad and the world would be a better place without it. This reminds me of a speaking engagement I had a few years ago.

I had just been introduced to a crowd of about one hundred health-care professionals who had given up three hours of their Saturday morning to learn about “Anger Management and Healthy Emotional Expression.”

I requested, “Somebody give me a definition of anger.” I love asking this question. Most people don’t know what anger is. We think about it, talk about it, feel it and act on it. But we don’t know what it is.

No one said anything for about a minute. I could almost see the cogs turning in their minds as they struggled to define  something they thought they knew about. I smiled. “Isn’t that interesting? It’s not easy to define, is it? Just give me some words you associate with anger.”

“Rage!” from a woman in the back of the room. I could see it in her eyes.

“Violence” was offered by a small, quiet man in the front row who had one of those strained but permanent smiles on his face.

“Losing control” was the definition proposed by a dignified man in a business suit.

“How do you think the dictionary defines anger?” I challenged them one more time.

A bright, attractive woman offered, “It’s an emotion.”

“Bingo! That’s it! It’s just an emotion. It doesn’t hurt anybody,” I said, enjoying the looks on their faces as they heard this for the first time.

“There’s one more part of the definition that is really important. The emotion of anger is for our protection.”

No one disagreed. They never do. It was as if they knew, but didn’t know that they knew.

“Anger is just an emotion. Emotions are part of who we are, like our heads, hearts and hands. All emotions are okay. The dictionary definition of anger that I like best is, ‘A feeling one has toward something that offends, opposes or annoys.’ There’s nothing malicious or mean in the basic feeling of anger.”




“I DON’T WANT TO LOSE CONTROL” 

In my counseling practice, I encourage my clients to voice their fears about expressing their anger. One of the most common statements I hear in response is, “But I don’t want to lose control.”

When we are afraid of losing control, it’s not anger we are  afraid of. The wild, destructive force we sometimes feel inside is rage. Rage is a mixture of unexpressed pain, fear and anger that has been building up over a long period of time. It results from being hurt and scared and keeping all the feelings inside. If we return to our story about Sam and his family, maybe we can learn more about the results of suppressed rage and the fear of losing control.

In my counseling sessions with Sam, I made my best effort to ignore the look in his eyes and concentrate on his words. I didn’t yet understand the story his eyes told. I thought I’d better listen and see how he explained what was going on behind those eyes.

I learned that Sam was the son of a chronic compulsive gambler and had grown up in a very mixed-up family. His mother was a rageaholic, and the target for her rage was his father.

When his dad wasn’t around, however, which was most of the time, Mom took her anger out on Sam. He was victim to his mother’s displaced anger. He had learned from a very early age to protect himself and keep peace in his family by being quiet and withdrawn and never showing any emotion. He learned the importance of staying “in control.”

Sam had continued to be passive and to control his emotions throughout all of his adult life. This had been necessary in his childhood, but it just wasn’t working anymore. In his current family something else was called for.
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