Family and Marriage Column 10.07.07R

Make Anger Work for You

Anger kills both laughter and joy; What greater foe is there than anger? – Tiruvalluvar (c. 5th century A.D.)

Have no unreasonable anger, but be not without righteous anger. – Chinese proverb

Randy is angry with Carol because, to use his words, “She never has any time for me. She has time to have lunch with her friends. She’s seen more movies with them than with me. I’m tired of coming home to an empty house every night. I wish someone would tell her that she’s married.”

Last week we talked about the two basic kinds of anger as described by Dr. Gary Chapman in his book “The Other Side of Love.” He calls them definitive and distorted anger. He suggests that when you are feeling angry and about to take some action, ask yourself the following question: Will the action be positive and will it be loving?

Definitive anger has a valid cause. We have been injured in some way. With distorted anger, there is no real injury; it is usually our perception. In either case, however, we experience the emotions associated with anger. And those emotions are real and must be dealt with, no matter where they come from. Dr. Chapman offers five steps for moving from anger to positive, loving action.

First, consciously acknowledge to yourself that you are angry. Say the words out loud. “I am angry about this! Now what am I going to do?” Such a statement helps you recognize both your anger and the action you are going to take. You now are ready to apply reason to your anger.

Second, restrain your immediate response. Avoid the common but destructive responses: (1) verbal or physical venting; or their opposite, (2) withdrawal and silence. You may normally express your anger in one of these ways; now you have the chance to react more effectively. Waiting can help you avoid saying and doing things you may not mean and later will regret.

Third, locate the focus of your anger. What words or actions by the other person have made you experience anger? Whatever the cause of your anger, locate it. If the person has truly wronged you, identify to yourself what the person did. How has she wronged you? Then determine how serious the offense is. Some wrongs are minor and some are major. Knowing its seriousness should affect your response. If you recognize the cause of your anger could be merely your perception, you have the opportunity to deal with it in its proper perspective.

Fourth, analyze your options. First of all, the response should be positive and loving. Ask yourself: Will the action I am considering deal with the wrong and help the relationship? And is it best for the person at whom I am angry? The two most constructive options are (1) lovingly confront the person and (2) consciously decide to overlook the matter.

Fifth, take constructive action. If you choose to let the offense go, then actively release your anger. Ideally, express this decision to God and release your anger and the subject of your anger to God. If you choose to lovingly confront the person who has wronged you, do so gently. Listen to any explanation; it can give you a different perspective on the person’ actions and intentions. If the person admits that what he or she did was wrong and asks you to forgive, do so.

Refer back to our opening scenario. What would you suggest to Randy? Is his anger valid? Appears to be, given what he says. Should he “stuff” it, or confront it? If you suggest confrontation, what should he say? Perhaps, he should tell her that he feels the need to be with her more than is permitted by her current schedule and wants her perspective on the matter.

Emotions are a key component of relationships; make sure they drive us in the right direction.
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