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Control Anger; Don’t Let It Control You

“Have no unreasonable anger, but be not without righteous anger.” – 

Chinese proverb

“That anger can be expressed through words and non-destructive activities; that promises are intended to be kept; that cleanliness and good eating habits are aspects of self-esteem; that compassion is an attribute to be prized—all these lessons are ones children can learn far more readily through the living example of their parents than they ever can through formal instruction.” – Fred Rogers

Dennis was concerned about his deteriorating relationship with his wife, so he sought the help of a counselor. Dennis was a successful business man concerned about keeping up his image with his peers and his customers. His wife, in his opinion, hadn’t kept up her part of the image.  She had put on weight and just didn’t seem to care much about anything anymore.

Dennis also shared with his counselor a recurring dream where he was kneeling by his wife’s bed as she was dying with cancer (in reality she was perfectly healthy).  In the dream his wife ignored him and his expressions of comfort.  After some time the counselor helped Dennis realize that the dream was a symptom of repressed anger towards his wife.  Dennis subconsciously felt that the only way he could be released from his marital commitment was through her death.

Dr. Larry Crabb, in his book “Men & Women, Enjoying the Difference,” cites the above case to illustrate the harmful significance of unresolved (and repressed) anger.  Last week we discussed the importance of controlling and addressing those situations which cause us to become angry.  If we don’t address the anger and its cause effectively and quickly, relationships and lives may be destroyed.

For centuries our propensity to be unloving has been categorized into Seven Deadly Sins.  Included among the Seven is anger.  However, in the Bible we find the following: “Be angry, and yet do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger.”  How can anger be sinful and yet not a sin?  The answer lies in the second part of the Bible verse above.

First of all, let’s quickly define sin for the sake of our discussion here.  Sin is any thought, word, or deed that causes a breech in relationships with God and with people.  If we hang on to the emotion of anger long enough that it harms our relationships, it becomes sin.  We might get angry at evil around us, but the long-term emotion that would drive us to right the wrong is not anger.

The book “The Seven Deadly Sins Today,” by Henry Fairlie, defines “the deadly sin of anger” in the following way: “a disorderly outburst of emotion connected with the inordinate desire for revenge.”  It is primarily a reasoned determination to take vengeance sustained over a length of time.

When we hang on to our anger “past the sunset” it hurts internally and externally.  External anger can bring about rage and the desire for revenge.  Internal anger can generate resentment and bitterness.

Rather than allowing the internal and external destruction that unreleased anger can generate, let’s try to move to a third option. We will call it indignation (see Richard Walters, “Anger, Yours and Mine and What to Do About It”). Indignation is defined simply as “righteous anger.”  As Walters describes it, indignation causes us to act in a responsible manner to address the cause for the emotion.

In our marriage relationships indignation may cause us to lovingly address the action by our spouse that bothered us without attacking the person.  It may even cause us to correct our own unloving behavior in that same situation.  It may lead us to set long-term goals to become better husbands and wives, with the ultimate goal of maximizing our relationships.  And that’s what it’s all about.
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