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Helpful Guidelines 
Let's follow these proven group guidelines as we move through this workbook:

 -go around the room answering each question

 -pass if you have nothing to share 

 -take 3 to 5 minutes to share your own thoughts and feelings 

 -allow the person talking to have the floor (no cross-talk, comments, or 
contact) 

 -maintain confidentiality: what's said in the room, stays in the room



*except if someone threatens to harm themselves or others

 -remember, this is about listening and supporting



*not fixing, advising, correcting, or consoling 



*this applies to encounters that happen outside the group setting
Serenity Prayer 
God, grant me the serenity 

to accept the things I cannot change, 

the courage to change the things I can, 

and the wisdom to know the difference. 

Living one day at a time, 

enjoying one moment at a time; 

accepting hardship as a pathway to peace; taking, as Jesus did, this sinful world as it is, not as I would have it; 

trusting that you will make all things right 

if I surrender to your will; 

so that I may be reasonably happy in this life and supremely happy with you 

forever in the next 
Amen. 
                                                     Reinhold Niebuhr
Introduction

It's fair to say that certain emotions are fleeting or small. It is equally fair to label other emotions as imposingly huge. Panic attacks, lust and anger all fit in the second category. They are not easily dismissed and very hard to keep in check.

Anger is not good. It is not bad. It just is. To ignore it is pointless. Putting a lid on it is a recipe for explosive disaster. We feel what we feel. Jesus got angry … so did his Father. Like it or not, anger is an essential part of our emotional bundle. 

Anger is one of those internal impulses that can accelerate from zero to eighty in a matter of seconds. It strikes like a snake. And its venom can often do long-term damage. It's nothing to ignore. It's also nothing we need to demonize or out law. 

Anger can shoot outward or it can dig inward. Anger aimed outward is obvious: yelling, sarcasm, throwing, kicking, accusing etc. Anger turned inward goes to shame, depression and suicidal thoughts, where we essentially punish ourselves. (This self-anger deserves a workbook all of its own. Stay tuned.)

These four short sessions won't even come close to adequately unpacking this complex emotion. Our aim is not to be comprehensive. We do want it to be a catalyst for honest thinking and exploratory conversation. 

Maybe you could keep an auxiliary note pad for additional thoughts and feelings. Share a few of your findings during these sessions. And, if you feel inspired, write a similar set of sessions of your own.

The recovery community is fraught with cliches. They've hung around because they're true. Here's one that applies to anger: “The problem is never really the problem.” Chronic anger is driven by something deeper: childhood trauma, deep-seated fear, control issues, unmet expectations. Your anger issues will only get worse until you're ready to deal with root causes.

To only ponder and worry about chronic issues like anger is a waste of time, and will only become a paralyzing obsession. The “methodology” in these sessions is think-write-speak. The text prompts thought. The questions call for written answers. The group setting gives us a chance to hear ourselves speak our inner thoughts and feelings. 

Like everything else in life, you'll get out of this as much as you put into it. Just know for sure that digging deep uncovers the treasures of healing and hope.
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Anger and Fear
Fear is a primal emotion, essential to our early survival. There were large hungry animals roaming the neighborhood with plans to eat us for lunch. A person's senses were kept on high alert to insure that didn't happen. Fear was the natural reaction any time we felt we were on the menu.

There are two exits in the fear room. One is marked “hide in here.” The other is “fight back.” Thing is, nobody gingerly opens either door. In our panic, whichever one we choose, we bust it wide open. So when we hit the fight door, our tone is typically angry and it is rarely calculated or under control.

This connection between fear and anger shouldn't be hidden away in shame. Simply embrace it as part of the currency of human emotion. Let's talk about it.

Fear-driven anger is usually nothing more than self-protection. As in, you beat on a metal pan to keep the prowling bear from getting any closer. He's like the guy at work who has disrupted or threatened your day. You have no desire to hurt him, so your push-back is just enough to get him to leave you alone.

Then there's peddle to the metal anger that wants to eliminate the threat. It doesn't beat on a metal pan. It throws it with intent. The word “rage” works here. Some call it hate. It is often motivated by red-lining fear, hyper-acute panic or underlying chronic paranoia. 

People prone toward anger create an intimidating persona. They want to seem “bigger” than average, maybe even stronger or more courageous than most. They use this to their advantage. Hit first, so the other guy will back down before he realizes just how frightened you are. 

There are appropriate times to be angry: when you see exploitation, injustice, abuse etc. Anger, in itself, is not unhealthy. There are times when it's the healthiest emotional response. A lack of anger might even indicate un-health.

But, nobody's going to defend chronic, aggressive, raging anger as a healthy expression. It's not cool. It's not courageous. It's actually little more than brazen bravado, like a mouthy, puffed-up Chihuahua trying to pull off his best Doberman impression. 

We're going to dig deeper into this anger thing in the coming weeks. But for now, lets get started with some critical thinking and honest conversation.
Contemplative Question
How does a person know if their anger is healthy or unhealthy?

Probative Question
What's your typical reaction to fear –  fight or flight?
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Anger and Expectations
There are Christmas expectations: “I hope Santa gives me what I asked for.” Traumatic expectations: “This will hurt.” Daily expectations: “That dog's gonna bark at me when I run by.” Unreasonable expectations: “I'll win the lottery.”

Expectations come in all shapes and sizes. I can dread the worst. I can look forward to the best. Life is a continuous string of expectations and would be short-lived and painful without them. I expect gravity to prevail if I unwisely walk off a cliff. I expect the food I eat will sustain me. I expect to get burned if I touch the flame. I expect to feel love when we hug.

To NOT get what we expect, now there's the bind. Promotion denied. Agreement reversed. Good deed unappreciated. Hopeful outcome of medical test shattered. These can go sad. More often they go mad.

There's a buildup of pressure with all this. It's called anticipation. How do we release that pressure when we don't get what we want … yell at the spouse and kids, slam doors, pull out the sarcasm? Anger can be the intensive reaction to unmet expectations. 

All of this is common to who we are. So, what do we do with it? Do we stop expecting altogether? That would slice off part of what it means to be human. Do we push harder and yell louder? This would be a reaction, not a solution.

What if unmet expectations aren't giant potholes on life's highway? What if they're crossroads? Like when we don't get what we want, we have a chance to choose between anger and creative options? Think about how much better life is today because imaginative minds were challenged to come up with a plan “B.”

While we're talking about unmet expectations … look what we've done to God. Yet, all down through our history of letting him down, he's always come up with innovative, gracious responses. He'd be in his rights to go the angry route. But he doesn't, which lets us know up front that blowing up isn't always a good first option.

One more thought … if I struggle with anger over unmet expectations, isn't it likely that what I'm expecting is self-serving? Maybe one solution for chronic anger would be to invest myself in something other than my own wants and wishes … like the person in front of me.

Contemplative Question
How do we distinguish between a healthy and an unhealthy expectation? 

Probative Question
What is a disappointment that typically makes you mad?
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Anger and Control
If I get honest, most of my anger is ultimately aimed at God. I'm not as angry at you as I am at God for allowing you to be a jerk. I'm not as mad at my boss as I am at God for not nuking him. A good chunk of my anger over my current situation comes from the notion that God could have done better.

As loving as God is, he still won't give us everything we ask for. What he withholds he does for our good. But we don't see it that way. So we haul him into the courtroom in our heads to press charges: “God, you're not doing your job.”

When we can't make these charges stick, we take matters into our own hands. Let me handle the jerks in my life … give the boss a piece of my mind. We can't resist control, from the big stuff down to arranging the pencils on our desk. 

See the train wreck coming? 

For starters, none of us are equipped to control our lives. We lack the skills, the emotional stability and the energy. Plus, our motives are all messed up. The rain we would have fall on our garden would flood out our neighbor. The food we would stockpile for our kids would deprive the hungry family across town.

What's more, me being boss turns the universe on its head. Now, God works for me. Essentially, I become the deity in my story. And the people in my life become little more than pawns I try to move about the board.

We're talking the story of human life here. Very few of us grow up instinctively trusting God. He's either tardy, apathetic or misdirected. We'd all agree he has what it takes to control. It just feels like he's not seizing the moment. So we get mad at him for not controlling things as well as we could, given the chance.

I can't do this very long before I run off in the ditch. Life becomes unmanageable. What now? Either I try harder, get madder and leave more wounded on the side of the road. Or … I surrender my grip on the wheel and let someone more qualified drive the bus.

The Psalms are a good place to go with this. David spoke his anger at not being in control. He hated it when the wicked prospered. He told God how he'd like to “adjust” them, and his adjustments were quite graphic. But they were honest … and in the end, deferred to God. Maybe the secret is to tell God what we'd do if we were in his shoes and then acknowledge he's the only one who can fill them. 
Contemplative Question
What is the difference between being a responsible citizen and a control freak?

Probative Question
“I freak out every time _______________________ gets out of control.”
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Anger and … the next time
These sessions have not been about eliminating or demonizing anger. We've tried to honestly examine it; what triggers it, its ripple effects. We've even acknowledged times when anger is appropriate and healthy. Just know for sure … none of us will ever live a life void of anger.

So, what we should do next time we're faced with anger:

--Try doing nothing: count, bite your lip, hum a tune, leave the room. Buy time. Give the flame time to die down. Shooting first and asking questions later may work with a charging predator, not so much with people. Big emotions like anger typically take a wrong first-turn if left unchecked.

--Once you've bought time, do a quick check. Is the anger about you or someone else? There's a world of difference between empathetic and ego-centric anger. Empathy steps up in cases of injustice, disrespect, exploitation, manipulation and abuse. When it's the ego, it's a reaction against some perceived invasion of, or threat to, your personal space, public image or treasured stuff. 

--What about chronic anger, when life is a steady stream of discontent and frustration? It can be a slow burn. Ticking time bomb. Hair trigger. Whatever metaphor works for you. Chronic anger is usually walled in by the bricks and mortar of painful memories. Honest sharing in recovery groups like this is the place to break through and find truth.

--Healthy anger … how do you know if it's healthy and what do you do with it? Healthy anger is driven by love and a devotion to relational fair-play. (If you're angry at the mistreatment of another, yet you do/say nothing, it's as if you're contributing to the abuse.) Speak for the voiceless. Shield the weak. And if you're still a little hot under the collar, find an extra mile and walk it.

--Then, there's the aftermath. You've had an anger episode. It might be justified, selfish or a little of both. Take time to process what just happened. Your mental processing will likely point you in one of two directions. Either your temper will get hotter (which means you're not ready to process), or you will start to figure out the driver behind your anger.

Let's wind all this down. We will never not be faced with anger toward someone or something. It's part of life, kinda like breathing. Maybe accepting that fact, with care and honesty, is where we need to learn to live. 
Contemplative Question
Can we get to the place where most of our expressions of anger are healthy?

Probative Question
How do you feel about the way you handle anger?
