Family and Marriage Column 9.30.07R
Your Anger – Is It Definitive or Distorted?

Anger is a brief lunacy. – Horace [Quintus Horatius Flaccus] (65–8 B.C.)

Be angry, and yet do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger. – The Bible

Roger was supposed to meet Joe at Atlanta Bread Company at 11:30AM for lunch to discuss some business. It is now 12:00 noon and Joe still hasn’t arrived. Roger is upset and maybe even a little angry. Is his anger justified, and in any case what should he do about it?

George and his wife Sally agreed that she would drop his shirts off at the laundry on her way to work. Sally forgot. George arrived home in the evening and saw the dirty shirts still piled on the kitchen table. As soon as Sally walked through the door, George angrily jumped on her for being so thoughtless. Was he right to do so? What should he have done?

Dr. Gary Chapman, in his book entitled “The Other Side of Love,” identifies two basic types of anger: definitive and distorted. Definitive anger is a response to wrongdoing. Someone has treated us or someone else unfairly or in some way has clearly violated an accepted set of values. Our anger is valid.

Distorted anger, as real as it may feel, is not valid. It may come from disappointment, an unfulfilled desire, or perhaps just an inconvenience to us.

Is anger by definition wrong? Speaking of definition, let’s check with Webster’s New World Dictionary: anger – a feeling of displeasure and hostility that a person has because of being injured, mistreated, opposed, etc.

From a classical perspective anger is considered one of the seven deadly sins. And yet the Bible says we can be angry and yet not sin. What’s the conflict here?

Several months ago we discussed anger and I noted that one characteristic of “sinful” anger is that it becomes primarily a reasoned determination to take vengeance sustained over a length of time. Anger, on the other hand, has a valid purpose when it motivates or drives us to right a wrong.

Dr. Chapman suggests there are two paramount questions we should ask ourselves when we experience emotions that comprise or lead to anger: 1. Is the action that I am considering as a result of my emotions positive; i.e. does it have the potential for dealing with the wrong and healing the relationship? 2. Is the action I am considering loving; i.e. is it designed for the benefit of the person at whom I am angry?

In other words, the question to ask yourself when you are feeling angry and about to take some action is: Will the action be positive and will it be loving?

We will continue to discuss anger in the context of family and relationships, but I believe that the above question is an important one to ask whenever we are driven by a desire to right a wrong. Our society today is bombarded by so many negative factors. Are we still sensitive enough to attempt to address these negatives in a positive and loving fashion?

Next week we will consider a five-step process provided by Dr. Chapman for processing anger. Contemplate the following examples as you await the answer:

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.”

Sheila is angry with her sixteen-year-old son because his grandmother is due in three hours and he has left his room looking like a disaster without telling her where he is going. She has no idea when he will return and she doesn’t have time to clean the room herself.
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