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A Native American elder once described his own inner struggles in this manner: “Inside of me there are two dogs. One of the dogs is mean and evil. The other dog is good. The mean dog fights the good dog all the time.” When asked which dog wins, he reflected for a moment and replied, “The one I feed the most.”

—UNKNOWN
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PREFACE

“Only Dogs Get Mad”

My grandmother was an old-fashioned grandma. She wore her white hair twisted into two buns, one behind each ear. She was known for her fabulous flower garden, and she made the best graham cracker frosting sandwiches I ever ate. She was a wonderful grandma, but she had an annoying habit that drove my family nuts. Whenever anyone within hearing distance got angry or even slightly annoyed, Grandma would pipe up and recite, over and over, “Only dogs get mad! . . . Only dogs get mad!” You see, Grandma thought that people should not get angry—especially not people in her family. Just feeling angry was a terrible thing. If my brother Jerry, my sister Kathy, or I were in a tiff, as siblings often are, there she'd be, cautioning us in a high-pitched, sing-song voice, “Only dogs get mad!”— which, of course, made us even madder.

Grandma's refrain extended to everyone—my mother, my father, my aunts and uncles. We would try our best to ignore her, but she would chant the phrase loudly enough that we would be compelled to stop our discussion, look at each other, and roll our eyes. This made Grandma especially pleased with herself, believing she had indeed saved us from the terrible sin of getting mad. But we felt worse. Yes, we had stopped our fighting, usually going our separate ways, but nothing was resolved and there was an uneasy distance between us. We were left alone to sort out what had happened. Grandma was happy, but we were confused. I learned only later, after years of being told, “Only dogs get mad,” that I felt guilty whenever I felt angry.

My whole family adopted a policy of “squelching anger.” In psychological terms, the defense mechanisms of “suppression,” “repression,” and “denial” were in full swing. Fighting, disagreeing, arguing, quarreling, clashing, and even mild squabbling were sinful and to be avoided. We had conflicts and differences of opinion, for sure, but we kept them to ourselves. We felt ashamed of ourselves for disagreeing and embarrassed about getting annoyed. We were afraid to express ourselves freely. We were clueless about relating to one another, because we had no tools for resolving the natural conflicts that arise within a family. We were left with migraine headaches, scowls on our faces, and, worst of all, no ability to get close to one another or to know each other well.

Almost all families have similar difficulties. In twenty-five years of counseling families, I've seen how suppressing anger leads to hard feelings and bitterness and ultimately to increased upset, walls of resentment, and long-standing grudges. The inability to express natural anger leads to a growing discontentment with life. Even more detrimental to family life and healthy relationships is unacknowledged anger that comes out in distorted ways. Sarcasm, manipulation, passive-aggressive acts, physical illness, depression, rebellion, and violence all result from the inability to express anger and resolve disputes. Distorted anger damages relationships between husbands and wives, parents and children, friends, colleagues at work.

Even at a young age, my grandmother's saying—“Only dogs get mad”—didn't make sense to me. I've heard accounts of rabid dogs attacking people, but I've never actually seen a mad dog myself. Many dogs, if taunted or teased, will walk away. Others are more feisty and may growl, snarl, or snap to let you know that you've gone too far, but seldom does a dog get so agitated that it will lash out and hurt someone. If you respect dogs, they respect you, and you can live peacefully and joyfully together. Though very few of us have been witness to a mad dog attack, almost all of us have seen or experienced the fallout of a mad person in a frenzy. Perhaps, like me, you've heard mad people yelling obscenities from their cars. Perhaps you know adults who are so filled with rage that they've forgotten how to respond responsibly to the present moment or to walk away. You've read newspaper accounts of children so angry they take guns to school and shoot up their classrooms. Far too many people— adults and children—don't know how to communicate their frustrations effectively. They scream, rant, rave, and blame others for what's wrong in their own lives. They inflict harm on others and violence on themselves. We have all known or heard about a person who was so angry that she went on a rampage. Others literally go mad and have to be locked up.

Aside from escalating violence, the effects of unresolved anger can rule our daily lives. The courts are backed up with people who can't resolve their own disputes. Children are tormented by bullies, coworkers spread rumors about each other, couples separate and don't speak to each other. Divorced parents fight over their children. People bemoan the fact that manners and good sportsmanship seem to be things of the past. When folks work at jobs they don't like, buy things they don't need, and try to compete with their neighbors, everyday life becomes a mad frenzy.

Getting Over Getting Mad aims to help you recognize anger within yourself and toward the important people in your life before the anger turns into a permanent state of madness. By recognizing anger, you can take steps to express yourself clearly rather than dumping on another person. Instead of carrying around a gunnysack of outdated grudges, you can be rid of the unnecessary burden. Your relationships will go more smoothly. You'll be able to clear the air, so that your contacts with other people are full of tenderness instead of strain and tension. With the tools presented in Getting Over Getting Mad, you can relax when your children are arguing, and you can teach them how to resolve their disagreements. When your husband says nothing is wrong but is slamming doors in frustration, when your wife is sarcastic, when your child is having a fit, when your coworker is demanding that you do it her way, Getting Over Getting Mad will show you how to address the underlying issues before irrationality and madness take over.

My hope is that Getting Over Getting Mad will inspire you to resolve your conflicts peacefully, so that you can fully enjoy your relationships. By taking responsibility for your anger, you can clear the way for sweeter connections to the important people in your life. You'll still get mad, because you're human, but you can work through it, get over it, laugh about it, and move on.


I HAVE PLENTY TO BE MAD ABOUT—AND SO DO YOU!

“I'm going to write a book about love,” I told William. “Love, love, love,” he said half-mockingly. “Haven't you written enough about love? Write me a book about anger,” he said. “Now that would interest me!”

I could understand why he'd be interested in the subject. During the previous seven months he'd completed several rounds of chemo and radiation treatments and been told by his oncologist that there was nothing more to do. He could barely walk from the bed to the bathroom, his breathing was labored, and the hospice chaplain and a team of nurses were visiting daily. William had non-Hodgkin's lymphoma, and I didn't have to ask to know that my best friend, helpmate, and loving companion of ten years had a few weeks, maybe a month to live. He had every reason to be angry.

And I had my own reasons to be mad. Twenty years earlier, Jack, the man of my dreams, my boyfriend for five years, my husband for six years, had died suddenly of a heart attack. He died in March, exactly one month after we both turned twenty-nine. I wasn't prepared; how could I have been? I grew up believing that if you respected your parents, went to church, worked hard, and were nice to other people, you'd live happily ever after. When it didn't turn out that way, I didn't like it. Months of shock turned to years of mourning, and slowly became desperation. Thoughts of “Why?” tortured me night and day. “Help me!” I cried out to the universe. But God didn't hear me, or didn't answer. Or I didn't listen or know how to listen. Perhaps God did answer and I didn't understand. I wasn't sure. Was there a God? I was lonely, afraid, hurt, sad, grieving, and angry, plagued by many questions.

Now William was dying and I was losing another partner. I didn't like this either. “Why do I have to go through life alone? Why do I feel mad? Is it OK to be angry at God?” These were important questions; asking them brought up more questions and then slowly some answers—many of which I share in these pages.

This book has been on the back burner for the seven years since William died. I wrote the Wonderful Ways to Love series—the books that I had told William I wanted to write—and while involved in that process I observed how anger affects relationships. In my work as a family counselor, I've counseled and spoken with thousands of people, and I've learned firsthand that we all have circumstances—from something as major as the death of a family member, divorce, or illness, to minor irritants like fender benders, spilled milk, overdrawn checking accounts, rejection, and disappointments—that stimulate our anger. The reasons for our anger are varied, but if we're alive and walking around, something is bound to trigger an angry response. How we deal with anger is reflected in our relationships and families and is a significant factor in determining whether or not we work out our differences. It influences the quality of our relationships and how fulfilled and peaceful we are. My clients and the people who attended my workshops have given me permission to share their stories in this book. Their names have been changed and their circumstances disguised, but their struggles and the victories remain. By facing their anger and dealing with their frustration, they were able to love more fully.

While I know that we all have reasons to be angry, I can't think of one good reason to stay mad for very long. Life isn't easy; it seldom goes according to plan. Some folks get angry, get over it, and move on. Others stay mad for so long that it sours their dispositions, pollutes their daily living, and corrupts their connections. Some folks take the difficulty in life and turn it into something better—they become more loving, more radiant, and sweeter. They become positive beacons of hope. Others become enveloped in bottomless hate and bitterness. They become agents of destruction. No matter what injustice comes to me, I don't want to be like that. Do you? I want to use my situation to help me grow, so that I can enjoy my life. I will get angry, but I won't stay mad.

During the months that William was ill, we both got angry, but since we knew our time together was limited we decided not to waste precious moments staying mad. When he snapped at me because I accidentally dropped the oxygen, or when I was cranky with him because I'd been up all night, we argued quickly, solved the problem as best we could, and moved on.

Life with our loved ones is very short, and if you want to enjoy each moment, it's best if you can express your anger gently and move on. To enjoy the sweetness of being connected, you have to know the difference between distorted anger, which tears families apart, and healthy anger, which keeps relationships thriving. We can get angry with the people we love, they can get deeply annoyed with us, and through it all, we can work it out together and come to a place of understanding, acceptance, and joy.


PART 1 In the Presence of Yourself

What can we gain by sailing to the moon if we are not able to cross the abyss that separates us from ourselves? This is the most important of all voyages of discovery, and with out it, all the rest are not only useless, but disastrous.

—THOMAS MERTON

Anger is the abyss that separates us from ourselves. From losing our tempers easily to feeling a slow burn to hiding how irritated we really feel, all of us experience anger as a troubling emotion. We all have trouble identifying anger when we feel it and difficulty expressing it appropriately once it's felt. When we're depressed and filled with panic, we blame it on our circumstances, our jobs, our hormones, the traffic, and each other. When we're gnarly to our loved ones and rude to complete strangers, we feel perfectly justified. It's their fault! A myriad of things make us mad, and we have a million excuses for our behavior.

How we express anger depends on our circumstances and conditioning. We hide under pleasant public faces, then in private we rant and rave, threaten, hit, smash objects, and throw things. Men and women are equally capable of verbally abusing each other. And we've all known folks who dump their anger onto children or onto someone less powerful than themselves. When it comes to anger, everyone's halo is tarnished.

Anger causes tremendous confusion. That's because there are two sides of anger. On the one side, anger is an indispensable emotion, which when used productively allows us to develop ourselves and our relationships. On the other side, when anger covers up pain and fear, it clogs our energy, dilutes our joy, and keeps us off track, going in circles, making no headway. Instead of helping us, anger becomes self-defeating.

The moment you identify anger and admit to yourself that you feel it, you've taken a giant leap toward freeing yourself from its clenches. You experience a moment of liberation when you acknowledge that you're not happy about something, and even though you may not yet know what to do about it, you're not going to pretend any longer that everything is perfect. In that breakthrough moment, you're released from the fog of denial and can tap into the energy that you'll need to move your life along.

Often a spiritual or personal crisis provokes this shift. When your psyche is cracked, when your heart is broken, when the world you've built your dreams upon is lying in shambles, there's not much left to do except to notice miracles and patterns. Miracles are brief “hellos” from the Divine that assure you of a better way, that a bigger plan is in the making. Patterns are automatic behaviors that you've overlearned. In the past, those behaviors may have helped you survive, but they've now outlived their usefulness. Seeing and changing your patterns requires your attention and your willingness to struggle. Like it or not, we all go through life's initiations, and in the process we discover who we really are. Often that might include asking the questions: “Who am I? Where am I going? What am I doing? Why am I feeling so mad?”

Getting to know yourself and all your emotions—including anger— is the process of becoming an individual. It is not a quick or an easy trek. It's certainly not as simple as deciding one night that you won't lash out again and then putting your resolve into practice. It's a process full of thrashing around. No one gets it right all the time. It takes years of polishing and practicing.

It's worth the difficulty, however, because when you're honest with yourself you do feel better, and life gets sweeter. So try not to beat yourself up for what you did or didn't do in the past. Instead, notice how your circumstances are changing and what you're learning. Say to yourself: I can get angry, but I won't stay mad.

Frown Freely

When you're mad, hurt, or afraid, frown and frown freely for as long as you like. It sounds simplistic to say that frowning can be the beginning of a change in some of your destructive patterns, but it's worked for me. Frowning actually makes me feel better than pasting on a phony-baloney grin. Here's my experience:

I was raised in the “Be nice” school of anger management, which holds that no matter what I'm feeling or thinking I should always put on a happy face. I can still hear my mother's voice saying, “Why can't you just be nice?” After my husband died, I thought that I literally had to “grin and bear it.” Believe me, I was trying my best to smile, but I couldn't fake it. I couldn't laugh, giggle, or pretend that I was fine. I was frowning and gloomy most of the time. People noticed and didn't like it. Strangers made the most ridiculous statements to me.” It can't be all that bad,” they said. “Smile,” they coaxed. Wanting to be nice, I'd try to accommodate them, but wearing a mask of cheerfulness felt so bizarre that I could barely muster up a grimace. I was frowning and struggling to ignore the disapproving glances.

Standing in the grocery line, the clerk said, “Smile, it's not that bad.” Without skipping a beat or apologizing I stunned myself by answering, “I don't feel like smiling. My husband died.”

The clerk's eyes widened and he stuttered something about being sorry and not wanting to upset me. His face turned red and he bagged the groceries as quickly as he could. I told him not to worry, but I must admit I felt relieved to see him blush and grateful that I hadn't apologized.

Whatever you do, please don't paste a phony smile on your face. Plastic smiles do damage to your soul. We've all known people who've wore silly grins while they talked about something sad. This tendency to smile even when you don't feel like it developed in childhood, when our parents coaxed us into smiling for the camera or for other people even though we didn't feel like it. Making kids smile when they aren't up to it sends a message that it's not OK to be authentic. Even in front of the camera it's better to capture genuine irritable faces than phony stares. The most fascinating snapshots are candid, those that catch people being real. Fake people plaster on smiles when they'd rather be crying, or they smile when they're angry or sad. Slowly they lose touch with their souls.

Some of the most interesting characters are slightly cantankerous. You wouldn't think of telling grumpy old men to smile. People like Walter Matthau or Albert Einstein aren't smiling for the camera. Sophia on The Golden Girls is charmingly cute, cranky, and candid. The next time you see a frown on someone's face, don't be so quick to judge them. Perhaps they're simply hurt or angry. Be happy that they can show it, and that they're being honest.

[image: Image] Frowning when you are unhappy is healthier than covering up your pain by smiling.

Uncover the Hurt

Underneath each little sting of anger is a hurt, a disappointment, a letdown, a small betrayal. Don, a client of mine, says, “When I'm hurt, I get angry. Instead of feeling sad, I get mad. I act as if I don't care. I don't want anyone to know what bothers me.” Anger and hurt swirl around together. Anger acts as a shield, covering the hurt underneath. Sometimes we pay more attention to the anger and overlook the wound. If you ignore how hurt you feel, anger is guaranteed to surface unexpectedly. Figuring out what the pain is about will automatically lessen the anger.

Carla wants her marriage to survive, but she can no longer tolerate Don's irresponsibility. Don is unable to hold a job, because whenever he gets annoyed he tells the boss where to go and walks out the door. He makes commitments but doesn't follow through on them.

Don's father abandoned his family when Don was thirteen years old. His mother was devastated and turned to Don for support. Don tried to please his mother, but she was never satisfied. If Don mowed the lawn, washed the car, did the dishes, or folded the laundry, it never quite met her standards. The more she criticized, the more discouraged Don became and the more hurt he felt. He didn't argue about the chores; he just wouldn't complete his homework. The look on his face said something was wrong, but if anyone asked, he shrugged his shoulders.

Instead of crying, Don kept his pain locked away. Once in awhile something unexpected would poke a hole in the wall that he'd encased himself in; then he'd explode. Afterward he would feel ashamed and scold himself for being a failure. He was depressed and immobilized.

You may not know that you're covering up hurt with anger, but if you're troubled, worried, anxious, pacing the floor, depressed, out of sorts, snapping, raging, bellyaching, and going nowhere fast, chances are good that something is gnawing at you. If people describe you as negative, if they have to walk on eggshells around you, or if you'd describe yourself as a “people pleaser,” you've probably been avoiding pain.

When feeling out of sorts, try to see all the details of what happened. Perhaps somebody insulted you. Perhaps a memory of old rejection, or a wound from the past needs healing. Perhaps you're feeling left out. Close your eyes and review the situation. Run the scene in your mind and lean into the pain as it arises. Let it hurt like hell, cry, scream, pound your fists. Go into it, don't avoid it. Accept it and experience it. Joy and pain go together—they're both part of life. If you numb yourself to pain, you will also be numb to joy.

[image: Image] Anger is like armor—we put it on to protect ourselves from pain. It never works, because the ache is underneath.

Give Yourself Permission to Be Human

You're upset, you feel a rush of adrenaline, and you say to yourself, “To hell with it!,” but you know you aren't thinking straight. You don't want to lose your composure, but you do. You're shaking and you can't remember anything good about the person who ten minutes earlier was the love of your life. Well, you're human.

All human beings get angry. We get mad, blow up, lose our cool, get miffed, throw temper tantrums, get agitated, rant and rave, scream, get pissed off, pout, and sulk. You have, I have, and so have many saints. We've blown up with good reason, and we've been up in arms when we weren't sure why.

Men, women, and children of all ages get angry. Men get angry at women, women get angry at men. Parents lose their patience and snap at their children; children fuss, holler, and throw temper tantrums. Brothers and sisters squabble, lovers quarrel and make up. Husbands and wives have spats, blame each other, defend themselves, apologize, and have the same old argument over again. Coworkers, team members, employers, and employees have differences. It's integral to the human condition.

Brain science offers insight on why we fly off the handle so easily. Everything we see and hear is scanned by the part of the brain called the amygdala. The amygdala—the keeper of emotional memories—sends emergency messages to the rest of the brain and body, ordering instantaneous “fight or flight” when it perceives danger. Unfortunately the amygdala doesn't do the best job of analyzing the information; it often sends an emergency message when there really isn't one.

But brain science doesn't console you when you're shaking. So you try to justify your behavior. Sometimes you're able find good reasons to be mad, and you end up feeling smug. Unfortunately, feeling smug and selfrighteous doesn't add much love or affection to your relationships, and if you continue in that habitual pattern, you'll end up more alone then you've ever been. When all is said and done, it's the quality of your relationship with those you love that matters. Are you using anger to improve your relationships, or are you pushing family, friends, and colleagues away?

To remain close to our loved ones, to live joyful lives, we have to manage our anger. We need to keep each other emotionally and physically safe. Our loved ones must be able to trust that even though we're angry, we will not hurt them with our words or actions. They need reassurance that if we are upset, we'll tell them directly. We won't hold it against them or stab them in the back.

[image: Image] Here's a pledge to make: I'm human, and it's natural to get upset. So that I don't hurt myself or others, I will learn to express my anger constructively.

See Anger as a Blessing

It's a blessing to know when you're angry. My client, Annie, told me about the time she discovered a small blessing in her anger:

Rachelle walked into the door of our apartment wearing my black short skirt and my favorite blue sweater. I saw her and thought to myself, “Those clothes sure look familiar.” Right away she announces, “I borrowed your clothes. I hope that's OK?” I was shocked into numbness at her audacity, but that lasted about two seconds, and before she was out of the hallway, I was boiling. “No, it's not OK! I want you to ask me before you borrow my things.” I didn't yell, but she knew that I was unhappy.

I finished eating my lunch and wondered why she thought that it was OK to walk in to my room and take my clothes without checking with me. Later when I saw that she had thrown my clothes on the bed, I was bubbling up again.

I called three people to check out if I was being ridiculous and if my angry feelings were justified. My friends listened to the story, and all of them said they could understand my feelings. That night I wrote Rachelle a letter explaining why her actions bothered me. I told her I didn't want her to borrow anything in my room or bathroom without asking permission. She could use anything in the rest of the apartment, but my room and bathroom were off limits. I taped the letter to her door and I went to bed. I felt better, but I was nervous about what she might say. The next morning she was gone, but she'd left me a note saying that she was sorry and wouldn't do it again. The following day the awkwardness between us was gone.

Annie was angry but she didn't attack. Instead of directing her anger at Rachelle, she took charge of her own emotions. She acknowledged her predicament and gave herself the day to calm down. She thought about what results she wanted to achieve. Annie decided that a sensible approach was needed to enhance her relationship with her roommate.

Annie discovered, as you can too, that it's good to know that you're angry; it's good to talk it over with friends; it's good to handle it quickly, set limits, and clear the air. It's good for you, for your friendships, for love relationships, for families, at work. It's good to know that it's possible for you to get angry and handle it well.

[image: Image] Anger can be a positive force for change—not for changing others, but for changing yourself.

Be Courageous about Your Imperfections

It's a sign of good mental health when we accept the negative aspects of our personalities. Carl Jung called these negative qualities our “shadow side.” If you don't recognize your shadow, it will sneak up on you, cause you harm, haunt you, and eventually destroy you. When you suppress a thought or feeling that exists within you and pretend it isn't there, you relegate it to the basement of your consciousness. Suppressing your shadow side gives it the greatest possible power over you.

The person who denies his angry tendencies operates under the false assumption that by avoiding looking at anger, it will go away. He is only fooling himself. Striving to hide our anger gets us into more trouble, causes more frustration, and sometimes brings about a neurosis where none existed before. The harder you try to hide your inclinations, the more miserable you become. Other people can tell when you're angry, and even though you deny it to yourself, you're not fooling anyone.

Insight is the ability to see what we do without making harsh judgments against ourselves. Insight allows us to understand our actions so that we can choose how to behave next time. It puts us in charge of our behavior, empowers us, and makes us responsible for our feelings and our actions. Examining our angry patterns is the first step to finding another way.

There's great liberation in naming our angry tendencies. Only when we don't admit to something does it have power to control us. Bring it into the light, and its power is greatly reduced. Jill admits that she pouts and gets sarcastic when she's mad. Robert is like a lot of guys: the only emotion he shows is anger. With a little bit of honest self-examination both were able to overcome self-defeating leanings. Here's the exercise they did; you might want to try it. On a sheet of paper, write this sentence five times: “When I get angry, I. . . .”

Now go back and fill in the blanks. Jill wrote, “When I get angry I try to pretend I'm not, say snide things, worry about it for days, get headaches, and get depressed.” Robert wrote, “When I get angry I think the worst of people, think nothing will ever work out, slam doors, drink too much, get mean.”

Now do as Jill and Robert did, and ask yourself, “Does this behavior suit me?” If pouting works for you, you can certainly keep doing it, but if it doesn't fit you anymore, identifying your tendency frees you to explore what behavior could replace it. Facing the truth—especially the difficult truths about ourselves—-is an exhilarating experience and a courageous act. The very decision to know the truth is in itself is an act of self-acceptance. Facing the angry aspects of your personality means you're willing to face your own life, and by doing so you can use anger as a catalyst for something new.

[image: Image] Acknowledging our own imperfections gives us power over them.

Focus on Your True Nature

If you're worried that feeling or expressing anger means that you're a bad person, here's a Zen story to consider:

A young student goes to his master and says, “My problem is that I'm angry and I can't seem to do anything about it. Will you help me?”



The master responds, “Show me your anger.”



The student objects, saying, “I can't show it to you, because I'm not angry right now.”



“Very well,” replied the master. “Then the next time that you're angry, bring your anger directly to me.”



“Oh, but I can't do that either,” the student explains, “because by the time I get to you I won't be angry any-more.”



The master nodded and said, “You can't show me your anger and you can't bring your anger to me because anger is not your true nature.”

The Zen story raises two of life's big questions: “What is our true nature?” and, “What is my anger?” All the great teachers, from Buddha to Aristotle to Jesus, call us to reflect on these questions and to consider what our deepest nature is, and to discover who we are and how we want to behave.

The great teachers tell us that anger is not our true nature. No matter how angry you are, no matter what angry thoughts you have, no matter what angry acts you've committed, no matter how bitter and resentful you feel, your true nature is not limited by your anger. As a student in the school of life, you're required to complete the course on anger, but your anger is not who you are—you are much, much more.

[image: Image] Use anger to learn about your true nature—what you want and need and who you really are.

Take Care of Yourself

I'm sure you've noticed that whenever you have a boil, a burn, a toothache, a sliver, a disappointment, or a deep heartache, it draws your attention. Your mind is distracted, and you can't fully concentrate on the task in front of you. The pain is there poking at you, interfering with whatever you'd rather be doing.

It's usually better to get the cavity filled before it starts keeping you up at night, and it's usually advisable to figure out what's troubling you and fix it right away. Ignoring yourself, like ignoring a leaking faucet, eventually causes more trouble.

Many of us learned to take care of others before we care for ourselves. We meet our obligations to others willingly, but are stressed by all the pulls on our attention. Faith, a sixth-grade teacher, mother of two boys, owner of two cats and one dog, wife, and caretaker of her elderly parents, makes sure that the kids are happy, her husband and animals are fed, her parents have been driven to their appointments, the lunches are packed, her phone calls returned, the papers graded, and the house picked up before she allows herself to sit down. On the kitchen wall is a calendar; each day is filled with appointments, after-school activities, and social obligations. Faith wants to squeeze in exercise or an outing with her girlfriends, but seldom finds the time. Her husband, Stan, a contractor with twenty employees, provides very well for his family—a four-bedroom home, a boat, a cabin, vacations, cars, and private schools. He volunteers at church and is on the go from early morning until he falls asleep on the couch at night. He's lucky if he gets to go fishing with his buddies once a year. Stan and Faith haven't taken a vacation alone since their ten-year-old was born. They give great dinner parties, they have a wide circle of friends, but they snap and pick at each other. They don't hold hands anymore.

Faith and Stan are experts at paying attention to what outsiders need, but they're irritable with each other. When Stan is stressed or frustrated, he's critical, puts Faith down, and is sarcastic. Faith's style is different: she doesn't know when she's upset. She smiles and remains pleasant except when she's exhausted; then she sulks and complains. Both feel guilty.

If you're a person who expresses anger destructively, whether by being aggressive or withdrawing, your spouse will react negatively. When you deny upset, your partner gets a confusing message. They sense that you're upset, but you say you're not. If you're aggressive, others might return the aggression, or they'll ignore you and think, “There he goes again.” They'll stop taking you seriously.

You may be asking yourself, “Is it true that paying attention to myself will bring me clarity and resolution?” If you admit to yourself and to someone else, “Yes, I am angry that I have to give another dinner party,” or “Yes, I'm angry that I have these financial responsibilities,” you'll at the very least feel better for telling the truth. And that is the beginning of finding a solution.

[image: Image] Taking good care of yourself is the cure for resentment. When you say “No” to outside demands or obligations that you don't want, grudges and bitterness vanish.

Get to Know the Little Devil Within

There's a little devil in all of us. And when that little devil is mad, she's determined to settle the score. A lovely, intelligent women rented a car, disguised herself with a wig, drove to her ex's place, and flattened his car tires. She felt perfectly justified in doing so; in fact she bragged to me about it. Have you ever done something like that? The little devil in us wants revenge. We've been harmed and we demand retribution. When the little devil sees red, he makes sure to have the last word and settle the score.

Healthy boundary-line anger comes and goes quickly unless it's mounted for revenge. All of us have used anger to make a case against someone we didn't like. We've used anger to manipulate, gain power, to get our own way. We've plotted, schemed, and kept the argument going. Then, instead of coming and going, anger settles; instead of overflowing with love and good spirit, hostility takes over. Hostility is the dark side of anger, and it's very dangerous to your spirit.

When someone pokes fun at you, does it make good sense to pitch it back? When your little devil meets her little devil, two wrongs don't make either of you right. When Larry laughed at Joe's cowboy boots, Joe laughed back and said, “I guess my boots are out of style in the city.” When Larry continued, Joe firmly said, “You and I disagree on how I should dress.”

When others are laughing at you, judging you, making you wrong, instead of getting angry back, you can say, “I see what you mean, and others might agree with you, but this is how I do it.” You can hold your ground without being mean; instead of behaving like a demon, you can retain your integrity. Instead of hissing, “You shouldn't say that,” you can say, “This is what I think.” With these responses your adversary's little devil calms down. When someone humiliates you, try an angelic retort that's gentle yet firm: “We don't agree,” or “Maybe you're right,” or “Let me think about that,” or “I don't see it that way.” You can stick up for yourself, you can walk away, you can ignore it, and you can smile.

[image: Image] The best retort to a put-down is to agree with part of it, ignore the rest of it, and don't take it too seriously.

Move Out of Uproar

It seems that there are chronically angry people everywhere. Doctors, lawyers, politicians, policeman, Web designers, teachers, students, laborers, millionaires, and street people all suffer from the same affliction. You can tell it by the way they snap at the smallest irritation and explode at the tiniest inconvenience. They bubble over with hostility. People are chewing on everything, full of negativity. They act as though life comes with guarantees, and when something doesn't suit them, they sue.

Some people like being mad. It makes them feel powerful and in control. If they stopped being angry they might be sad, in emotional pain, afraid, or full of despair, and since they don't like feeling vulnerable they carry a chip on their shoulder. The most dangerous people are the ones who don't even know that they're angry yet are very hostile. They no longer recognize angry feelings; they live in a permanent state of uproar.

Uproar is a way of making one's own concerns more important than anyone else's. It's the angry person's syndrome. An angry person imagines an insult and immediately hurls insults right back. They overpower others with threats and loud voices.

When my clients who are in permanent state of uproar speak about themselves, practically every other word they use is should. “I should do this,” or “He should do that.” When the messages that you give yourself are filled with “shoulds,” you're bound to feel upset. Looking at life from the point of view of “should” will not help you—-it will only make you feel angry because you'll so often be disappointed. Can't and have to are two other thought-forms that cripple us and lead to uproar.

To move out of uproar, it helps if you change what you're thinking and saying. “Possibility thinking” is more relaxing. Change your “It's not possible” into “Maybe it is possible.” Change your “I can't” into “I could,” or “Maybe I can.”

To extricate yourself from uproar you need friends, people whom you can really talk to, who've been there themselves and are ready to share how they have overcome their destructive tendencies. You might find these kinds of friends in a support group or an anger management class. The greatest friend you can have is one who understands your pain and anger but doesn't let you become a permanent victim of it. He pulls you out of the muck, stops your incessant complaining. He tells you the truth and demands the same from you. She asks you to drop hostility and replace it with goodwill. She brings out the best you.

[image: Image] Notice that anger is one letter short of danger. A little anger is helpful; too much anger is hurtful.

Learn Spiritual Lessons from Anger

All anger—even the irrational kind—has a significant underlying cause and an important message for you. Just as you can learn many spiritual lessons through love, you can learn powerful spiritual lessons through anger. Knowing yourself is a joy; a large component of knowing yourself involves listening to the deeper messages that come with anger. When you look at yourself from a spiritual vantage point, you'll discover that anger can lead you to gratefulness. It can take you to your soul.

For anger to transform you, however, you must be willing to struggle with existential questions and existential anger. When you face the fundamental reality that life is unfair, you'll confront the inevitably of loss and death. You don't like things to go wrong because it reminds you—at least on an unconscious level—that there are many things in life you can't control. That's why when you get a flat tire you kick the car, when you lock yourself out of the house you throw your wallet, when you break your favorite antique vase you swear. Anger and loss are part of life, as are personal disappointment and family turmoil. Life doesn't go smoothly, things go wrong, you can't control others, you can't control your beloved; eventually you and your loved ones die.

Fortunately that's not the entire story. There is the other side. When you get a flat tire you may feel angry because you'll be late for your appointment, but you can feel grateful that you have a car. When you lock yourself out of the house, you might feel frustrated that you have pay the locksmith to make a house call, but you can express your gratitude that you have a roof over your head. When you break your antique vase, you can be sad for the loss and thankful that you were able enjoy it for awhile. When your sweetheart dies, you can feel grateful that you were blessed with so much love.

Much of the twisted and toxic anger that we see displayed through violence, aggression, and war is due to this ever-present struggle—unconscious though it may be—to come to terms with the inevitability of loss and death. Marne, upset over her mother's untimely illness and death, found herself snapping at her sister-in-law until she realized that she was mad at the medical system and God. When she looked deeper, she found that her anger at God was preventing her from accepting the kindness of the many people who wanted to comfort her.

To find the spiritual lessons that anger can bring, we must be willing to see the bigger picture; we must shift our focus away from our inconvenience and upset toward the joy that is always present in our lives. We must step back from our anger so that we can be grateful.

Life and loss, beauty and death, love and anger are closely intertwined. When you react to everyday annoyances as if the world has just come to an end, it's a signal for you to explore life's bigger questions, to search for the spiritual nugget.

[image: Image] The more anger a situation causes you, the more you need to look for the spiritual lesson it holds.

Walk the Higher Road

Because society needs people who conform to its norms, it imposes its rules and values on us as we grow up. The only thing we possess to counteract society's pressure is our feelings, and one of those protective feelings is anger. That angry voice inside you is like David standing up to Goliath—it calls you to right action.

You know you're on the road to healing when you start feeling angry. The anger may not be specific or related to anything you can identify; it may be a generalized anger that you can't pin down. Used in a positive way, that anger will empower you to move forward. “Aren't you mad that your husband died?” people asked me. I'd shrug my shoulders and say, “I don't know.” Initially I was too numb to feel mad. It was only as I was getting better, coming out of the shock, that I started to feel. And I felt a wide range of anger, from mildly annoyed to downright infuriated. I realized that I would have to manage my anger or it could destroy me.

The higher road to anger management involves asking yourself, “What is going on here? What does it have to do with me? What do I have to learn? What positive impact can I make?” It's waiting, pausing, figuring out what is going on before opening your mouth, before taking any action. It's being grateful for what you're discovering.

Anger is a crucial shove toward determining priorities, values, needs, your bottom line. It's a beacon shedding light on the kind of person you want to be and the virtues you want to embrace. Taking time to consider how you want to live your life, what your needs and priorities are is walking the higher road. When you find yourself reacting like an explosive device, try stepping back and asking yourself these questions: “Is this how I want to behave? Is this the life I want to be living? Is this who I am?” If you find yourself chronically angry, it's a signal that you've been avoiding these questions.

How you feel is up to you. No one else has anything to say about it. And in a sense, it isn't even up to you. How you feel is simply how you feel. That's it! And when you get that, when you fully appreciate and honor that, you will instantly be a stronger and more fulfilled human being. Because even more important than what you feel is how you feel about what you feel. When you feel OK about your feelings, regardless of what they are, your self-esteem is unassailable and you're no longer mad all the time.

When you admit that destructive expressions of anger are causing problems in your life, then you're walking the higher road. When you find constructive outlets for your pent-up energy, when you demonstrate a willingness to do something positive and creative with your anger, you're becoming emotionally mature.

[image: Image] Examining your anger and using it to understand who you are is right action. It puts you in the presence of the Divine.

Find the Fear

A burst of irritation, like spontaneous laughter, let's you know that you're alive. Being alive means you have lessons to learn, mistakes to make, challenges to face, painful growth to experience, and fears to overcome. Life is a glorious gift. Everything is divine, including me and you. We can learn from everything—even anger and fear.

After taking an anger management class, James acknowledged, “Most of my anger has to do with unmet needs and fears. I'd come home from work and if things weren't the way I wanted, I'd get mad. I alienated my wife and scared my kids. I know now that anger covers up my fear, but since a man is not supposed to be afraid, I'd get mad instead.”

Anger seldom comes by itself; fear almost always accompanies it. Fear and anger are roadblocks to happiness. If you sense that you are standing on the sidelines while your life is passing you by, that's an indication that fear has taken hold. You have permission to hold onto fear as long as you want, but it will exhaust you and keep you from living. Fear paralyzes you. It wraps you in a blanket of passive resignation, unable to participate in life. Maggie is afraid of flying. She resents her friends when they take vacations and don't choose spots within driving distance. But so far she hasn't done anything about it except grow bitter.

Whatever you fear is the very thing that you must tackle. I don't mean that you must go bungee jumping because you're afraid of heights, but if you're afraid of flying, it could be beneficial to take a course. Afraid of applying for a job, anxious about calling your mother- in-law and asking her to baby-sit, afraid of talking to the dentist about the bill? Afraid of asking your boss for a raise? Whatever you are dreading, that's the thing you must face.

You may not be able to drop fear completely, but you can overcome it by getting comfortable with the sensations of fear in your body. When you're fearful you start to tremble and shake, to quiver and quake. Let the fear take possession. Enjoy it! If you're afraid of fear, you really will be paralyzed. You will not live totally. You may be attracted to woman or a man but you hold back, and soon you're missing life. Fear and anger are debilitating.

All self-doubts are based in fear. We think, “It's too late for me,” or “I'd like to, but. . . ,” or “What difference will it make?” or “It's too hard,” or “I'm too old, too fat, too ugly, not smart enough.” It takes guts and courage to uncover the fear beneath resignation, but don't you think it's worth it?

[image: Image] At the bottom of anger are two big fears—the fear of living and the fear of dying.

Take Grudges to the Dump

One way to rid yourself of the bondage of resentment is to write a “mad list” and then take your grudges to the dump. The purpose of a mad list is not to enflame grudges or to keep them burning, but to face them squarely, to see what constructive action you can take, and then let go of them once and for all.

In a journal or on a long roll of butcher paper (my women's groups like to use butcher paper and colored markers), write down all your grudges, resentments, hurts, and disappointments. Label your list: “Things That Have Made Me Mad, Hurt Me, Caused Me Disappointment.” Trace the old nagging anger back to its root cause. Where does it come from? Whose voice do you hear? What happened? Divide your life into decades, starting with the first ten years, followed by the next ten years, and so on, until you arrive at today. Write everything down. Don't be picky; get it all out. Write as much as you can, then put it aside for a day or two. Come back to your list, read it over and add to it. Remember this is not the time for editing; it's OK to list all the picky little annoyances as well the major disappointments, hurts, and resentments. You're not hurting anyone by putting it out on paper. You're cleaning out, ridding yourself of garbage. Listing residual resentments gives you perspective on your personal history and the part you played.

If you sense that you have resentments but can't identify them, think about those times when you were mistreated and misunderstood, the times when you were overlooked and unappreciated. Chances are good that there's a resentment that's tied up with it. Think about your school years—there's plenty of misery tied up there. What about that love affair that ended unhappily? What has been your biggest disappointment in each decade? Write down your heartaches and regrets. Erica's list went like this:

First decade: My parents liked my brother best. It's affected my adult relationship with him.



Second decade: My parents got divorced; my brother had more freedom than I did. My mother remarried right away and I hated my stepfather.



Third decade: I married my husband and dropped out of college.



Fourth decade: I resent my husband because I really want to finish school.

After you've written your list, read it over and think about what part you contributed to the situations. Erica said, “My brother tries to be friends, but because I still resent him I don't give him a chance. I need to make amends to him. My stepfather tried to help me, but I felt disloyal to my father so I wouldn't cooperate. I want to apologize to him and my mother. I haven't expressed to my husband how much I want to go back to school, and I need to do that too.”

Cleaning the storehouse of resentments frees you from the past. Instead of relating to her brother as if he is still Mom's favorite, Erica can relate to him as he is today and forge an adult friendship. Instead of feeling like a helpless victim of her stepfather, she can see how she contributed to the misunderstandings. Instead of expecting her husband to read her mind, Erica now takes responsibility for working out the financial matters so that she can complete her schooling.

Focusing on grudges is time-limited—devote one a week or at the most two. Write your list and clean up your part. Once you've done that, crinkle up the list, tear it to shreds, and take it to the dump.

[image: Image] Anger is a useful emotion when it leads to personal awakening and compassionate action.

Confess Your Anger

Your first reaction will probably be to skip this one, but I advise that you don't. Remember that there's an entire religion based on the premise that confession is good for the soul. The fourth step of twelve-step recovery programs involves confiding your resentments to a trusted confidante. Even if you can't tell the person you are angry with that you are—maybe they're dead or you have a restraining order against them—you still need to tell someone. It's a two-part confession: You acknowledge how you were hurt and angered by what happened and you acknowledge the part you played. The purpose of doing this is so that you don't waste any more precious energy bottling it up. When you acknowledge your anger and the part you've played, you're no longer a moody victim.

When we share our concerns with others, it speeds up the resolution, it unites us in our humanity. We find out that we're not alone. We've all made mistakes. We can learn from each other, correct our faulty thinking, and move on. In the process we help each other.

Ask a friend if she'd be willing to listen to your “mad list.” I suggest making an appointment so that you can devote as much time as you need to the experience. A secluded place out of doors—perhaps in a park, by a river, on a mountain, or at the beach—is a favorable site for a confession. Speaking it outside, where the trees and sky can hear you and absorb your resentments, is an empowering experience.

[image: Image] The very moment you acknowledge your anger to another person, you are spiritually set free.

Beat a Drum, Play a Piano, Dance

Everyone enjoys a drumbeat. A drum is the most natural musical instrument. And when you're mad, nothing helps right away as much as connecting with the primal part of your being. Drumming helps you get out of your head and back into your body. Any kind of drum will do—just get a good steady rhythm going. If you don't have a drum, a round oatmeal box and the palm of your hand makes a wonderful noise. Beat gently. Not in an erratic way, but in a disciplined, measured manner. Spend at least ten minutes, and soon the beat will start going on its own. When you feel the drumbeat, your body starts to respond, you sway, you start falling into the beat, you move with the beat. Notice that when the beat of your heart and the beat of your drum are in step, you feel exhilarated. Your racing thoughts are slowing down. You can feel your body.

Although you can't learn to play when you're mad, playing can help you avoid getting mad in the first place. Many people who sit in front of computers all day are numb from the neck down. They know that they need to get back into their bodies. One way to do that is through drumming, playing the piano, or dancing.

It's hard for people with low self-esteem and blocked emotions to express rhythm. If you've been taught that you're dirty, you can't move your body to the beat. Dancing or learning to play a musical instrument teaches discipline while tapping into sensuality.

As children many of us had horrendous experiences with music that have tainted our view of ourselves. A choir director told one of her junior high students, “Just move your lips because you can't sing.” Another told an eight-year-old aspiring drummer, “Playing drums is unladylike.” Separated from our sense of rhythm, ashamed of our bodies, uncomfortable with our sensuality, it's amazing that we're doing as well as we are. William Congreve said, “Music hath charms to soothe a savage breast, to soften rocks, or bend a knotted oak.” By incorporating music into your life you can change your hostile energy. Music gives you a positive way to feel what you're feeling without hurting yourself or others; it can smooth your ruffled edges. By expressing yourself through music, you're demonstrating a willingness to move forward, to let go of negative and hurtful behavior, and to find healthy ways to face the things that upset you. Music is a natural stress reducer, a good joy maker; it's been shown to lower blood pressure and alleviate depression.

Make a tape or CD of the music that instantly elevates your mood, then next time you're annoyed or frustrated, play it and give yourself a lift. Sing in the shower. Join a choir or go to a concert, and you'll no longer feel so lonely.

Music is a communal thing. Perhaps the lack of belonging and lack of community that we're all feeling contributes to the rise of angry acts. Music brings people together, makes them joyous, lifts them up. Do you suppose that if we could make more music together, be more comfortable with our bodies and rhythm, that there would be less violence?

[image: Image] Sing a song, learn to play an instrument, dance until you can't stand up. Then notice where anger has gone.

Cry

The tears that come with anger are cleansing. Crying is an energy phenomenon. Your emotions have been frozen, and suddenly they're thawing. Be happy about it. Crying releases so much pent-up energy that by the time you're finished you feel relieved, calmer, more at ease. It's as if the burden you've been carrying has been washed away by a river of tears.

I almost always cry when I'm mad. I used to feel ashamed about it, but I don't mind as much since I discovered that crying is actually good for the looks. That well-hidden fact is proven again and again in my women's groups, where crying is an honorable part of the agenda. When group members experience the benefits of weekly crying jags, they stop wearing mascara to the sessions. We first noticed the improvement in looks after Grace had a crying episode that lasted twenty minutes. Her husband had been laid off from his job at Boeing, and with three children to support money was tight. Christmas was around the corner and her youngest son needed oral surgery on his front teeth, which had been knocked out that afternoon in a skate board disaster. The dentist told her that she could pay in cash or charge it. Her credit card was maxed out, she was stressed out; life was looking pretty bleak. “It will work out, it always does,” she cried, “but right now I don't know how.” The financial burden threw her over the edge. “I hate dentists and teeth,” she yelled. As she paced the floor, Grace recalled how her brothers held her down while her abusive stepdad pulled out two of her front teeth with pliers. Her horror story caught us all off guard. We listened in shock as she cried, “He pulled my head back by my hair, forced my mouth open and yanked out my teeth. I've never told anyone; for some reason I'm been ashamed about it.” Grace cried and swore like a crusty old sea captain. She blew her noise, wiped the smeared mascara from her cheeks, sat down, and apologized, “I'm sorry,” she said meekly. “I look awful when I cry.” She sniffed and dried her eyes with a tissue.

“Your eyes are red, but you don't look awful,” Joan said. “Your face looks softer.”

Amy agreed, “You look so sweet.”

“Your eyes are wide open,” Linda piped in. “And you look younger.”

“Crying is cheaper than a facelift,” Grace laughed. “Since it's all I can afford, I'll have to stick with it.”

Sobbing melts away the scowl lines. After a good cry your jaw and brow lines relax; the tightness in your face melts away, and you look softer, rejuvenated, and younger.

Tears are beautiful; they come from your core. When you cry, you start feeling that you're a mess because your identity is shaken. And as you cry, you become vulnerable, more open. Then laughter is possible. If you can really cry, one day you will really laugh. Tears and laughter are interlinked. Crying will help you relieve your tensions; laughter will help you dance and sing. If the first process has started, the second is not far away.

[image: Image] Crying is good for your looks.

Shout Outside, Scream in the Shower

The pain of life can sometimes be so sharp that there's nothing left to do but scream. Elizabeth Kübler-Ross is well known for her work with death and dying. In her workshops she advocates screaming. I've witnessed a hundred group participants, who'd lost a loved one or were dying themselves, one by one in front of a room full of strangers hit a mattress with a rubber hose and scream. In her lectures Elizabeth talked about the benefits of cathartic screaming versus masking the screams with tranquilizers. If you can scream instead of deadening yourself, you might avoid years of torture. Primal Scream Therapy is based on screaming away the pain of birth and childhood.

Remember the famous scene in the movie Network in which the man throws open the window and shouts from the top of his lungs, “I'm mad as hell, and I'm not going to take it anymore”? Well, perhaps you have felt that way too. Something has disturbed your peace and now you want to disturb the peace. Step outside and shout loudly to the heavens. It's OK to raise your voice even if the neighbors may wonder what is going on, and at least you won't be shouting at your loved ones. If you roar from deep within your belly, you might be surprised at how empowered you'll feel.

Taking responsibility for anger by raising your voice in the shower is far better than raising your voice at strangers, friends, and loved ones. Open your jaws widely and let it out. You don't have to go into the shower to scream, but I find that water running over my aching body is soothing. Let it all out. Feel the sensation of the water running over your head and down your body as you release the pain you've held in far too long. You're not hurting anyone, and you're healing yourself. You're cleansing your body inside and out.

[image: Image] A cathartic scream is therapeutic as long as it isn't directed at anyone.

Howl at the Moon

Have you ever cried out in anger, moaned in pain, wailed, sunk to the bottom of despair? Have you ever heard wolves or coyotes howling at the full moon? Have you ever wanted to join in the chorus? If you have, then you know the cleansing power of wailing. It's a melancholy hymn and, like singing the blues, it makes you feel better. It's a meditation. A call to pay attention, be conscious, an invitation to wake up. Howling at the moon might cause your neighbors to think of you as a bit eccentric, but so what? Howling brings peace—people stop and listen, haunting silence fills the air. Howling meditation releases the clutter in your mind. And that's worth any embarrassment you might endure.

After graduating from college, Scott went back home to live with his parents. He broke up with his girlfriend and agonized over what to do next. “I didn't know what I wanted to do, so I was working in a temporary job at a nonprofit organization. I was living with my less-than-understanding father, and since my attitude kept getting worse, it was making my already tenuous living situation very shaky.

I'd been trying to keep a stiff upper lip, but one day, all the pressures came to bear upon my “pre-identity” psyche and I couldn't take it any more. I walked into the backyard, got down on my hands and knees, and for a good ten minutes I bawled my eyes out. I couldn't stop, and I bawled some more. In an ironic and touching moment, my dog came over and licked my face as if to say, “I'm your only friend right now, but I'm here for you.”

While lying on the broken concrete I had the thought and prayer (at that time my thoughts and prayers were one) that my elevator couldn't go any lower. I told God he could do whatever he wanted. I was broken and humbled.

The outgrowth was a new beginning. “Miraculously, my identity began to form,” Scott remembers. “An identity not dependent on my father's approval or wishes for what my life should look like, but my own identity.” Eventually Scott figured out a career direction and moved out on his own, married, bought a house, and found a great job. “But,” he says, “it was that breakthrough moment that allowed me to become me. It was a shedding of something akin to youth's eggshell.”

Any birth is painful, and we all go through birthing pains throughout life: those moments of agony when, as Scott puts it, “my elevator can't go any lower.” Dark nights of the soul, existential fury, the blues and melancholy, hopeless dejection, pity parties, despondency, and angst are like birthing pains that free us from a shell that not longer fits so that we can grow into our new self.

[image: Image] Wailing will help you relieve your tensions.

Run Around the Block

I've heard that in Tibet, they have a saying: if you're angry then just have a long run around the house and when you come back, see where your anger has gone. I've tried it myself and it works. Studies show that physiological arousal of anger is reduced by physical motor activity. Anger is best released with some good physical exercise.

Running eliminates unnecessary torturous mental gymnastics. If you run fast, your breathing changes; if your breathing changes, your thought pattern changes. Thoughts trigger anger, so anger is then reduced.

As soon as you recognize that you're feeling frustrated, cranky, ornery, stubborn, hateful, or negative, get moving. You can figure out later what you're thinking and feeling. Before crankiness and frustration has a chance to explode from every cell, get outside and start moving.

Warning: If you are resisting trying one of these techniques, ask yourself, “What am I getting out of staying angry? Is there some kind of payback in it for me?” Anger and catharsis can become additive. Some folks get obsessed with catharting; I call them “rage-o-holics.” They make all kinds of mad gestures, and it's draining to be around them. They use their anger for gaining power, as a club over others. Catharting is not a goal; it's a means to a goal. Like a ferryboat, it takes you to the opposite shore. If you are always catharting and never dealing with the issue, you're in a vicious circle, on the verge of being known as a drama junkie and complainer.

[image: Image] One benefit of exercise is that it decreases the thoughts that fuel anger.

Sit on the Ground

This is really important! You've been screaming, running, throwing a fit; your heart is beating, you're feeling the relief of a good workout. Now before you do another thing, find a comfortable place on the ground and sit down. Feel the earth beneath your body, holding and supporting you. Sink down to the ground. Touch the earth with the palms of your hands and feel how sturdy everything feels. Some people say that this is what being grounded is all about. As you're sitting there you're likely to feel safe and secure, knowing that the good earth is supporting you. What a relief when just a few minutes ago you were in a tizzy.

To get free of compulsive patterns, you have to create a kind of laboratory for yourself. The way to do that is to observe your own mind. By watching your thoughts, desires, and memories pass through your mind, you can identify the triggers for your anger.

Our minds are jammed with negative beliefs, thoughts, judgments, and grievances that can set the tone for the day. Notice how many times you point the finger at someone else by saying, “How awful!” or, “How horrible!” Or you scold yourself with “shoulds.” When repeated again and again, these short words cement our thoughts in anger. To let go of anger, you have to let go of these self-defeating phrases. Jaime placed a rubber band around her wrist, and for one week, each time she used a “should” she lightly pulled the rubber band. By doing this, she became aware of how much she was keeping herself under pressure and irritated.

Our words and thoughts create our reality. Instead of weighing yourself down with “It's not fair,” try saying, “It's a challenge.” You'll feel less defeated and consequently less angry.

While you're sitting on the ground, you might consider whether or not you're carrying around the destructive belief that you're not good enough. There are corners in our psyche that are so touchy that any real or imagined criticism can send us over the edge. This is especially true if we doubt our own self-worth, if we think that we're not good enough. When we feel unlovable even the slightest rejection can hook into shame. When that happens we do our best to cover up by attacking, ridiculing, and pointing the finger. Later, of course, we feel worse about ourselves, and the shame-anger cycle continues. If you feel ashamed when someone is even the slightest bit angry at you, there's probably a shamed-based hurt inside that needs attention. If you sometimes think that something is wrong with you, you definitely need shame reduction.

Being outdoors lifts your spirits. While sitting under a tree, write poetry, listen to soft music, read Shel Silverstein to the squirrels. Walk into a garden, and suddenly you're in touch with another realm. Look at the flowers, smell the fragrances, hear the joy of birds singing, watch the peaceful swaying of trees. Sit quietly for a moment and take it all in. In a garden you can get sensitive, open, vulnerable, and available to natural order. As you pull weeds you become in tune with the rhythm of life and discover peace and oneness with the world. Whether it's a pea patch or an entire acre, there's a sense of connection and accomplishment after planting.

[image: Image] While sitting on the ground, create a laboratory for yourself. Witness the traffic in your mind, and discover what thoughts stimulate your anger.

Lie on Your Back

Have you ever noticed that when you're angry, your entire body seems to tense up? One way we've learned to repress our anger is by tensing up. Tensing up leads to stiff necks, headaches, and tight chests. Staying mad is the opposite of relaxing. When you relax, you let go of the idea that you need to do something. You simply drop the whole notion of getting even or fixing what is wrong.

When lying on your back, your body starts to relax, and if you breathe deeply, your body will begin to quiver. Please allow the shaking and twitching. It's your body's way of releasing blocked energy. It shows that you're getting ready to open to healing, and it's a good indication that natural healing energy is flowing. As you lie there, notice that your back is being supported, be aware of whatever sensations you feel. Pay particular attention to the area in and around your eyes; let the built-up pressure melt away. Continue to notice your breathing.

Watch angry thoughts come and go without trying to influence them in any way. Don't try to change anything; when you notice an angry thought, such as “I can't stand her” or “I'll get him,” say to yourself, “Aha!” and let it go.

Imagine that the various parts of your body are inflated balloons. Your foot is an inflated balloon, your fingers are inflated balloons. Now imagine that all these balloons have valves and that air is being let out of these balloons very, very slowly. As you let go, listen to the sounds around you. The wind through the trees, the birds chirping, a dog barking, the sound of your breathing. Notice what you missed while anger stole your attention.

Lying on your back and releasing pent-up tensions is not the same as becoming a couch potato. A couch potato vegges out in front of the television in order to ignore what's going on inside. He may zone out for awhile, but his body stays tense. Turn off the television and count the people who love and support you. You are loved and supported by many people.

[image: Image] When you learn how to relax, you won't be able to stay mad.

Kick and Make a Noise

Hold on and don't freak out with this suggestion. Yes, you read it right: Start kicking. While lying there on your back, notice that your body and legs want to move. Bend your knees and keep your feet flat on the floor, and start kicking. At the same time make two fists and pound on the floor. This is what we call a temper tantrum; many body-focused therapists recommend these techniques to clients who want to free themselves from all kinds of repression, including sexual. Rumor has it that orgasms can be better in a body that is not afraid of its own energy. Yippee!

Now, speaking of great orgasms, the same experts report that the people who will allow their bodies to express whatever noises come up are also better lovers. So with that encouragement, while you're on the floor, kicking and pounding, let whatever noise you want to make come out loudly. It might be a scream or a growl or deep sobbing. You can get the process rolling by pounding your fists on the floor and saying loudly, “No, no, no.”

It doesn't matter what noise or what words you scream, but that you allow the noise, the words, or the scream to come. Don't edit anything. There are moments when everyone wants to scream. Children seem to understand this—it part of their language. So although you may think that screaming is irrational, remind yourself that it's natural and good for your sex life.

If you've ever turned the water back on after the pipes have been shut off for a long time, you know what happens: the pipes make a creaky, banging, gurgling, clanging noise before the water starts flowing. Initially, the water comes out in spurts and is brown and rusty, but then the water gets clearer and the creaky noise lessons. Eventually the noise stops altogether, and pure water flows. The noise and the rusty water make way for the pure, clear water to flow once again. We are like pipes that have been turned off too long. For our energy to flow easily, before we can feel our sexy selves once again, we have to kick and make loud noises

[image: Image] A wise man once said, “Laugh and the whole world laughs with you; stay mad and you sleep alone.”

Look to the Sky, Pray for Direction

If you've ever been mad at a friend or a relative and then talked about it with everyone except the appropriate party, you know how powerful the process can be. You can build a case against anyone—even your dearest friend. Since Cain turned against Abel, sisters spread rumors against sisters, parents cut children out of wills, relatives disown relatives, in-laws wage war and gossip, neighbors sue neighbors. If you tell your side of the story without giving the other person a chance to tell theirs, you'll find plenty of people agreeing with you. “Yup!” they'll say. “He's bad, she's wrong.” You'll have no trouble justifying your position. Righteous indignation is like a snowball: when you're packing it on, it grows larger.

You can talk till you're blue in the face, but unless you're willing to go directly to the person with whom you're upset, you're only being sneaky. It's OK to talk things over with a third party as long as your heart is open to both sides of the story. While it's good to reflect on the words you want to say and how you want to deliver them, it's not nice to tattle, gossip, or spread rumors. When you're trying to fortify your position by pointing out how nasty your friends or family members are, you're being rather nasty yourself.

Changing a spiteful habit is a spiritual process of humbling yourself and asking for guidance. You can't transform a bad habit by willpower alone; you'll need grace and good guidance to do it. By accepting that you can't resolve hurt and anger on your own, you invite a greater force to intervene. When people pray, they often look to the sky for guidance and direction. The sky is very symbolic of Spirit, which is always present. Looking at the sky, you somehow know that all is not lost. In fact, when you can look up instead of down, you're beginning to find your way.

Look to the heavens and hold your head up high, seek reconciliation, pray for forgiveness. Let your thoughts come and go. Meditate on the sky. You're part of the universe, and so are your friends and enemies. We're all part of the Great Spirit. Watch the birds that come by and imagine yourself flying. This is much better than spending hours waging war and justifying.

Sadly, some folks relish hearsay and scandals. They like to pretend to have all the answers. They're proud, they have big egos. Joseph Campbell said, “Sad is the man who doesn't know about the unseen forces in the universe.” There are many unseen hands ready to assist us whenever we ask. By praying instead of gossiping, we surrender to a power that is larger than we are. We acknowledge that we aren't in charge of everything.

You don't have to say any fancy words when you pray. A simple prayer straight from your heart will do. “Dear Heavenly One, I'm angry at my mother. Please reveal to me what I need to do to heal this upset between us.” When you pray you surrender to the power of the universe and you open the way for peace and love to arrive.

[image: Image] When you're angry, pray about it, ask for guidance, wait for the answer, then follow the advice.

Say “Yes” and “No” Frequently

The baseline for much of our shrouded anger is locked-up desires, hidden wishes, unfulfilled longings. Tears of frustration, mild depression, freefloating anxiety, and downright unhappiness cover up our secret aspirations. We think the good life is for movie stars, artists, or the more intelligent. We doubt ourselves, we're sure we don't have what it takes. Paralyzed with worry that others will judge us as selfish or brazen, we postpone fulfilling even the simplest desires. Soon we're afraid to try. So we lock our dreams away and feel cheated. We become lethargic, live through others, feel irritable and defeated. Our expression turns sad, our eyes turn green with envy, our gaze becomes blank. We're angry but don't know it, or if we do know it, we don't want to admit it, and we never, never want to show it.

What do you want to do with your shrouded anger? Are you content with the status quo? Do you want to retreat from life, or do you want to seize it? Materializing dreams means saying “No!” to what you don't want, so that you can say “Yes!” to what you do want.

No is a very important word. Why else would a two-year-old spend an entire year learning to say it? We all have to learn to say “No” to what doesn't fit, so that we can say “Yes” to what does. Elizabeth said, “No, thank you,” to her mother-in-law, who wanted to take her out for a birthday lunch, so that she could say “Yes” to the way she really wanted to spend the day—-staying in bed and reading.

Some folks say “Yes” when they mean “No,” and vice versa. What they're left with is free-floating anxiety. Frustration, anxiety, and anger are triplets. Anger is specific and directed at the other person: “I'm mad at you.” Anxiety is nonspecific and directed inward: “I'm anxious and irritable, but I don't know why.” Frustration is an interruption that gets in the way of getting what you want. Consciously saying “Yes” and “No” eliminates all three.

Anger, anxiety, and frustration have a lot to do with how you approach life—as a choice or an obligation. If you experience life as an obligation rather than a choice, anxieties and resentments are bound to build up. That's how folks get filled with indignation.

You've probably heard stories of people who've decided to cash in their saving and sell their belongings and live on a sailboat. Perhaps you know someone who has simplified their lifestyle by moving to the country. You've may have been inspired by those courageous souls who, despite physical handicaps, learned to ski. We all have choices—we can say “Yes” and we can say “No.”

We can follow our own hearts. Even though we're afraid and have no idea of what the outcome will be. Others may laugh and mock us, and we might fail, but won't it feel great if we succeed? And having a vision of how great that would feel, every step becomes a thrill.

[image: Image] Try this anger-reducing exercise: For one week, say “Yes” and “No”’ clearly and frequently.

Say Good-bye to Baggage

Over the years, my various housemates could tell when I was angry, anxious, or frustrated by how intensely I cleaned the house. When things were going downhill, I'd wax the floor or polish the silver. Whenever I'm really mad, lost, bored, or disgusted, reorganizing the cupboards cleans out cobwebs from my brain. I clear out the junk in the garage, I sort the clothes in my closest, I throw away papers. By getting rid of the old I make space for something new.

Oprah has said that once a year she cleans her drawers and cupboards; at the same time she goes through her phone book and clears out the phone numbers of acquaintances or relatives whose negativity brings her down. She wants people in her life who lift her up. A healthy relationship is one that inspires you. Do an inventory of the people in your life. Do they lift you up or tear you down? Are they positive or negative? Do they take responsibility for their own anger, behavior, attitude, and choices, or do they blame others?

If you have hateful negative people around you, you will be influenced by them. If you're hanging around with folks who wallow in muck, that's where you'll be wallowing. All those grumpy, hostile, cranky, sarcastic, cantankerous folks who love to give you a hard time are frustrated. They're encumbered with irrational beliefs that they haven't cleaned up. Complaining together keeps you both feeling grimy. Like kitchen cupboards that need cleaning, our attitudes and thoughts need a thorough going over.

While you're cleaning the closest, clear out your emotional baggage at the same time. Box up those irrational beliefs that keep you spinning. While you don't want to hang out with negative friends or be around folks who put you down, avoiding annoying acquaintances altogether is not the final solution. It's our own grandiosity that really keeps us stuck. Staying cool in the face of life's aggravation means that you have to admit that the majority of your anger is brought on by your own inflated idea that others should always treat you well. We humans seem to have the conviction that we're so special that others should see it and treat us like kings and queens. When they don't, we get mad. When you think that someone should give you special treatment and they don't, that's when things turn hostile.

You can live happily without fame and fortune, without limousines and maid service. When you accept that you are no more special than anyone else, you can clean the house and feel good about it. Then you can encounter life's injustice and remain friendly.

[image: Image] When you know your own worth, there's no need to be mad if others don't treat you well.

Bring on Forgiveness

Rosie told me her story of forgiveness:

My father and I didn't get along. If there were two sides of an issue, he'd be on one, and I'd take the other. Talk about anger! That man had an accomplished temper. I honestly don't remember very much violence from him, but his threats struck terror into the hearts of my brothers and me. His shouting and fuming caused real harm. My parents would shout and argue, and as a child I'd cover my ears and hide. When they weren't arguing, Dad treated my mother like the maid we didn't have and she'd comply. In my late teens, I'd beg her to divorce him, but she just said that wasn't her way.



Then Dad got sick, a long, mysterious, complicated brain disorder. My mother had to provide twenty-four-hour nursing because he refused to go to a convalescent hospital. After eight years, he had a stroke and had to go into a nursing home. I visited my dad every two weeks, even though he was unable to talk or respond. Finally I got my nerve up to talk with him, not knowing if he could hear me. I told him it was time to let go, that the doctors said he wouldn't be getting any better, and that he should feel good that he'd lived a good life, had many friends, and that his family loved him. I couldn't tell a dying man that there wasn't much love left.

Dad died, and a few days later, my brothers came from out of town to pay their last respects. The church in the memorial park was filled up. It was true that he had lots of friends, from every segment of his life—work, hobbies, convalescent hospital. He had been a good friend, even though he hadn't shown that warmth to his family. When the minister didn't arrive, the coordinator said we'd better go ahead with the service. My mother turned to me and my brothers and said, “You do it. But please don't say anything mean.”

A do-it-yourself funeral was the last thing we'd had in mind. My brothers were overcome with nervousness and emotion and were unable to say much. I stepped up to the front of the church, looked at the people, and said, “My father would have hated this.” Everyone laughed, because it was true that Dad was a stickler for things being right. From then on the service went fine. We had the prayers and the music; I described his life story, leaving out any anger and hate. I didn't lie, but I just said whatever neutral or positive things I could, emphasizing what a good friend he had been to so many. It was a wonderful service, and a great way to close my relationship with him.

So what if we didn't get along? Should I let that define my life? At the close of his life, there arose an opportunity for me to be free from him and free from anger toward him. The anger had never been good in any way, and I was glad to be rid of it. When the minister finally showed up, after the service had ended, I hugged him.

Happiness begins with the understanding that holding onto anger doesn't do you any good. We're all capable of doing terrible things; we're all imperfectly human. By accepting our own defects of character, we can forgive others. Forgiveness is not ignoring the hurtful words or actions that wounded you; rather it's opening your heart wide enough to see from a larger perspective. It's understanding that anger hurts the perpetuator as much as the victim. When you forgive and are forgiven, you open the way for happiness to come in.

[image: Image] Forgiveness means to accept yourself and the other person as is, no grudge, no complaint, no grumbling.

Select an Antidote to Anger

Whenever I'm bewildered, irritable, impatient, down in the dumps, or flat out mad, I put on my favorite version of “Amazing Grace” and I listen to it over and over again until I can't remember what was annoying me in the first place. Listening to “Amazing Grace” lifts my spirits, and I can let go of petty annoyances and find compassion. In the big scheme of things, most of what irritates us is either imagined or insignificant. When I'm trying to control what I can't control, when I'm taking myself too seriously, listening to Art Garfunkel and his son James singing “Good Luck Charm” opens my heart so wide that I feel as if I can make room for my enemies.

We can't control what others think of us; in fact, what others think of us is none of our business. Our business is to get over getting mad, to balance the pressures of life with pleasure, to partake in whatever lifts us up, to lend a helping hand. Pansies with smiling faces, cats purring, hanging out with a friend, floating down a river, helping a stranded motorist change a flat tire, volunteering at the soup kitchen, smiling at a stranger are all antidotes to anger. When you find yourself scowling and complaining about what you don't have, it's warning sign that you're so wrapped up in what's wrong that you can't see what's right. It's an indication that what you've been pursuing is not fulfilling you, that you've been blowing your circumstances way out of proportion.

Antidotes to anger neutralize aggravation. Continual angry feelings and thoughts keep the adrenaline pumping; this can have long-term consequences on blood pressure and the health of your heart. Here are a few anger remedies:


	When someone puts you down, don't take it seriously. It's just one person's opinion, and they've probably been wrong many times.

	Read jokes and give them away. My friend Cliff Durfee sells Sprinkles by the thousands. Sprinkles are paper cutouts such as hearts, stars, and smiley faces. I specifically like the G-rated jokes printed on tiny strips of colorful paper. (You can buy them at www.livelovelaugh.com).

	Counting to 10,000 does help—-as long as you count slowly and breathe. So does singing or saying a mantra. You will still have angry thoughts and feelings, but this technique keeps you from putting your foot in your mouth and making matters worse.

	Eat a piece of chocolate. Lola and her husband were arrested for domestic violence, and as part of their sentencing they had to attend anger management classes. Lola learned that one of the triggers for her husband's violence was her smart mouth. After that, whenever she felt like saying something nasty, she popped a Hershey's Kiss™ into her mouth to remind herself that if she couldn't say anything constructive it was better to keep quiet.

	Carry a peace medallion. Choose a small stone, a shiny agate, or a medallion, and carry it with you to remind yourself that it's natural to have angry thoughts and feelings, but you don't have to open your mouth and prove it.

	Run for your favorite smell. A calming scent such as lavender or rose oil, a sprig of fresh lavender, cedar chips, or the aroma of freshly baked bread can do wonders for your disposition. When you're on anger overload, aromatherapy might settle you down.



[image: Image] What others think of you is none of your business. Your business is to get over getting mad.

Join the Secret Society of Satisfied Souls

My friend Chloe turned sixty while I was writing this book. She said, “I just can't seem to think of anything that gets me riled up enough to be angry anymore. The anger and pain I've felt about things in the past is either gone, or feels like a little ripple with no juice in it.”

My sister-in-law Cathy told me, “Since I'm not mad, it's hard to conjure up the memory. I think over the years I've done just about everything: pout, scream in the car, talk about it indignantly and self-righteously to everyone except the appropriate party, cry my heart out, visualize the person's face on a golf ball (amazing how that improves ball contact), write in a journal, see a therapist, meditate, go jogging, call the person.”

A former client told me, “When I was young the only emotion I knew was anger. If I wanted to talk with someone, I'd get in a tussle to do it. If I was sad, hurt, or worried, I didn't let anyone know. I wouldn't let anyone put one over on me. I was mean. Fortunately, I've outgrown it. My wife, kids, and grandkids tell me I've softened.”

Good wine mellows with age. Perhaps we mellow with seasoning and the awareness that nothing creative or constructive comes from staying mad. As we mature we learn to face life's challenges with a light heart. It's through experience that we discover how laughter gets things moving in a positive direction quicker than griping. In a crisis, it's Grace that shines light on the solution. Cry when you're hurt, use anger as empowerment to fix what you can, let go of resentment, laugh, and move on. When you can do that you've joined the Secret Society of Satisfied Souls.

The Secret Society of Satisfied Souls have earned their diplomas. They've sobbed their broken hearts out in crying class, they've stomped and yelled through anger management, they've laughed at their own foibles. They've graduated and learned to love. They're experts in living. The Secret Society of Satisfied Souls now work for the Institute of Love.

Satisfied Souls from the Institute of Love are always available. If you need to cry, they'll hold your hand. When you're mad, they'll set you straight, and although they'd never force you, they'll make every attempt to protect you from yourself. Satisfied Souls like to sing and dance. You can spot them by the twinkle in their eyes and the spring in their steps. They know just the right moment to tell you a joke. They point out life's absurdity and chuckle along with you. The Secret Society of Satisfied Souls bow to all of existence; they celebrate life to the fullest, and you, dear friend, are always welcome; you have an open invitation to attend their parties.

[image: Image] In the end you are who you are—discombobulated and cranky or happy and satisfied.
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