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Practicing with Anger

Anger is our reaction to life not being the way we want it to be.
The basic practice of working with anger can be made practical
by addressing it in a series of steps.

First, we have to become aware of it. This is not as
straightforward as it may sound, because there are many forms
of anger that may not seem like anger, for example, impatience,
irritability, and passive aggression. Also, anger can be low-
keyed and below the surface, so being aware of it sometimes
requires a focused attention. 

Along with becoming aware that we’re angry, we also need to
observe what we do with it. For example, do we express it
outwardly? Or perhaps we just express it inwardly? We could
also suppress it, especially if our upbringing tells us it’s bad to
be angry, or if we’ve been conditioned to fear anger. 

A crucial step in working with anger is to see it as a path to
awakening. What this actually means is that by working with our
anger, which may at first seem like an obstacle, we have the
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opportunity to become free.

The specific practice begins as we observe and label our
believed thoughts, and especially as we uncover our unfulfilled
expectations. This is a very important point; almost every time
we’re angry it’s because of a frustrated expectation – of life not
giving us what we expected – and we have to uncover these
expectations so they no longer dictate our reactions and
behavior. What’s often helpful is to ask the practice question:
“How is it, or he or she, supposed to be?”

Once we see that our anger is coming from us—from our
unfulfilled expectations—the next and difficult step is to refrain
from the story line of self-justification and blame. As you may
know, this is not easy, because there is a part of us that loves
to be right. In fact, often we would rather be right than be
happy and at peace. 

This is just one of the many strange workings of the human
mind of sleep.

When the mind is truly insistent on blaming and self-justifying,
it’s sometimes good to invoke the practice phrase: “Don’t go
there!”—even if we have to say it many times until the
compulsion to blame loses steam. Whatever tool we use, it’s
essential that we learn to refrain from the story line of anger, so
that we are able to enter into the next crucial step, which is to
experience, in the body, the emotional energy of anger.

The practice is to quietly feel the “what” of anger—the
tightness, the constriction, the heat, the energy. We may first
want to feel it in the hara—the area right below the navel—
which is the natural center for the energy of anger. After we’ve
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stayed with the sensations and energy of anger for a while, we
can add awareness of the environment—say the sense of space
in the room—which allows us to feel the anger within a wider
container of awareness. 

Part of the practice of working with anger is to eventually go to
the root, particularly to experiencing the core fears that
frequently underlie our anger.

A simple example is when we get cut off in traffic and feel
compelled to voice an angry phrase or make an angry gesture.
But what is actually happening is we’ve gotten frightened, and
within a nanosecond, usually beneath the level of awareness,
the fear turns into the survival response of anger. 

Throughout all of these steps it’s also valuable to remember to
not judge ourselves as bad students or bad people because we
get angry. After all, it’s just human conditioning playing itself
out. This is where the ability to bring loving kindness to
ourselves is so important. And instead of feeling guilt perhaps
we can feel remorse for whatever hurt we cause ourselves or
others, and use that remorse to inspire our practice.

In fact, the last step in working with anger is to learn to
redirect the energy of anger into the resolve to do good. In
other words, we take the energy of anger and channel it into
positive actions. Remember, in truly experiencing anger we are
not suppressing it, rather we are just not manifesting its
negativity. The energy of anger is still there to be felt and
processed, to be seen as a product of fear; and then we can
direct that same energy into positive action.

This is what Gandhi did, and also Martin Luther King, and
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countless others who were infuriated by the injustice they saw.
But instead of making things worse by adding their negativity
and violence, they re-channeled their negativity into the resolve
to do good.

Summing up these major steps in working with our anger:

First, we have to become aware of it, including observing

what we do with it.

Second, we need to see our anger as a path to

awakening.

The specific practice continues as we observe and label

our believed thoughts, and especially our unfulfilled

expectations.

Once we see that our anger is coming from us—from our

unfulfilled expectations—the next step is to refrain from

the story line of self-justification and blame. 

The next crucial step is to experience, in the body, the

emotional energy of anger itself.

Gradually we can add awareness of the environment,

which allows us to feel the anger within a wider container

of awareness.

Eventually we also need to experience the core fears that

frequently underlie our anger.

It’s also valuable to remember to bring loving kindness to

ourselves, rather than judging ourselves as bad.

And instead of feeling guilt perhaps we can feel remorse

for whatever hurt we cause ourselves or others, and use
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that remorse to inspire our practice.

In fact, the last step in working with anger is to learn to
redirect the energy of anger into the resolve to do good. 
This is the step-by-step approach to working with anger, which
of course is difficult to remember when we’re caught in it. But
over time the steps be¬come more conscious, and we may
increasingly find that anger no longer dictates how we live.

Ezra Bayda
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