
WHEN ANGER RISES
Ways to claim anger 's to ourselvesgift

Alerted to the
nuances of our
anger, we can
transform

creative,
benevolent
action.

BY JANE GRISSMER

Sitting in an office meeting

the other day, I was listening

as a torrent of complaint and

frustration broke loose: "The

chairs are falling apart! The

rooms need paint! The space

is too cramped!" Funny, I

thought, why hadn't this furor

appeared three weeks before,

at our daylong annual retreat?

I looked out the window and

saw that the day itself had

gone from a quiet winter sun

and blue sky to a 15-minute

bl\zzard of sleet. Suddenly,

the day and the complaints

became one. Of course! The

tempestuous stinings of spring

were beginning to course

through ourbodies and minds

just as they were outside, in

nature. The wind was begin-

ning to blow.

I remembered the Taoist

saying: "Spring comes and

grass grows by itself." I have

always loved that saying be-

cause it expresses sheer ef-

fortless growth of a kind that

has always escaped me. Most

often, like my office mates

that day, I have bumped and

shouted and exploded myself

into a moment of newness.

Then I thought about the

ing waveform, as taught in a

class at Tai Sophia entitled

"Engaging the Emotions." Like

the waxing and waning of the

moon, or the seasons rising

and falling-like all phenom-

ena of narure-waves of emo-

tioi start very small, then rise,

climax, and taper off. Each

wave has a beginning and an

end, and how we ride these

waves has everything to do

with the environment we

cultivate in our bodymind-

spirit. I thought, what if I

decide to relish this move-

ment of anger as much as I

had re l ished going in to

winter's stillness? Vhat if I

re l ish the moment when

things are being stirred up,

and simply let myself ride the

wave of anger that spring

brings to us?

Suddenly, I began to hear

the complaints differently.

Instead of obstacles I heard

new growth. Instead of frus-

tration I heard a call to our

collective imagination and our

ability to take action.

Anger in the bodylmind

Most of us like spring but

don't like anger-the emo-

and to the world

Chinese Creative Cycle. Yet

in fact, it is not anger itself

that is hurtful-though it may

be uncomfortable. '$fhat dam-

ages is anger capped in mid-

wave, so that it cannot move

us into change and growth,

but rather sticks and festers.

Vhat hurts is anger that

blames and depresses, not

releases and makes possible;

an anger that only sees life in

"shoulds," peering out from

its narrow one-person per-

spective. The problem is an-

ger that seeks revenge rather

than justice, sameness rather

than change.

Anger is about change. It

challenges the course of our

lives and pushes us into new-

ness like so many babies com-

ing through the birth canal.

Indeed, a necessary pre-con-

dition for anger is that we

bump up against something.

For plants, the obstacle is the

earth as they push and prod

their way through to the light,

For us, it is whatever is bind-

ing us...our beliefs, our val-

ues, our habits, our past...the

way we have always done

things...our sense of being

wronged by our family or our.

friends or the world. A sensenotion of emotion as a mov- tion of the spring phase of the
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To be smack up against the "impossible" is a
requirement for groMh.

of abuse can bind us inter-

nally (like my patient Ellie

who said "I am holding my-

self too tight for new growth

to happen"), or extemally (like

my daughter when she says

"lt was your fault I did it

wrong, Mornmy.") Ve always

feel the obstacle, the per-

ceived wrong or abuse, as

very personal, For many

Americans, September 11 was

a personal abuse.

A perceived wrong sterns

from expectation: that notion

that "It isn't supposed to hap-

pen this way." I once had an

auto accident when the driver

in front of me (who worked

for the Audubon Society)

stopped dead on a thruway

to avoid hining a squirrel.

And who paid? I did! I was not

the requisite three carJengths

behind.

Balancing anger requires

acceptance of the social con-

tract that the lines have to be

drawn somewhere. Finding

and balancing those lines for

the greater good is the work

o f  j u r i sp rudence .  \ 7hen

boundaries are clear and

agreed upon, people find

themselves working forward

on the same page together.

Vhen boundaries are con-

Examine your creative cycle-
do you have ful. l  use of your
emot ional  energies?

Anger, the.subject of this article, is associated in

Chinese medicine with spring, a time of creativity and

new growth. The Chinese see angbr as a natural and

necessary part of l i fe; l ike blustery winds, it is just

one more expression of the force and power of spring
growth. Anger can create havoc, however, if it

escapes the Creative (or Sheng) cycle, the ever-

changing progression of l i le energy.

All l iving things participate in the Sheng cycle,

which is easiest fo see in the seasons, moving

inexorably from winter to spring, then on to summer,

harvest, autumn, and once again winter, when nature

rests and prepares for the new growth of spring. In a

human lifetime, the cycle shows up as infancy

(winter, potential), youth (spring, upthrusting growth),

maturity (summer, everything thriving and fruit ing),

harvest (a period of gathering and enjoying one's

fruits), and autumn (a time of letting go as l ife nears

its end).

Acupuncture helps patients by balancing and

enhancing these natural movements in the body,mind

and spirit, so that each person has full use of allthe

energies-lhe wisdom of winter, the force of spring

anger, the joy of summer, the nurturant harvest, and

autumn's abil ity to let go of what is no longer needed.

The emotions associated with each seasonal energy

are important to Chinese diagnosis, a skil l  that Jane

Grissmer has been teaching for years. -EH

i:

fused, individuals or nations

eventually find that they ex-
pected different outcomes.

Bumpl Inevitably, confl ict

begins. Questions of what is

iust or reasonable often arise

mid-bump. In our daily lives

we experience this same

moment when, after flyihg off

the handle, we ask ourfriends,
"Vas it iustified?" Vhat we

are really asking is, "What are

the boundaries, and have I

overstepped them?"

Anger is a necessiry. To be

smack up against the impos-

sible (buntp!) is a require-

ment for growth. It forces us

to change. When my daugh-

ter is the "most impossible" I

am aware that she is on the

verge of breaking into a new

developmental stage; and

when I have reached the end

of my rope with her, I am up

against my own closed door,

looking for a way through.
\We cal l  these moments

"growth experiences" after

they have occurred; butwhile

we are in them, they feel like

the greatest of pain.

Anger craves challenge

because therein lies its re-

lease. The most important skill

in working with anger is not

to Dut a cap on it-which
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only nrake.s t.hings wome lte-
cause it halts the wave. Rather.,
wc nced t() l.neet anger heacl

on and open it to cteatlve ex_
plor:irtion: "ls there any other

w:ry to look at the sitr .rat ion' i"

I  lccal l  th:rt  u.s u l>eginning

pft lcr ir ioner, I  stepl lecl with
trcJ:iclati<.rlr int<> the tl.e:lultent

r<lr>trt r>f tltosc- I .sen.secl lvc.re
rurr.qly. Yclrls of exper.ience

l:rrer ' ,  when I unclerst:rncl an-
gel' as cl'cirtivitv unultle t<r
express irself, I flncl these

n'ronlents to l>e the ntost thrill-
ing. Bunrpl Lif 'e i .s l l tout t<l
l : i r th sonretlr ing new,!

Like every ent()ti()n, tnser sit.s
on a l)alance beam of yin ancl
yang, l ight ancl clar.k, Doing
itncl Beirr.tg. l)c:rc Lurr.c, Fr.ench

.lcsuit plic.st uncl sch<>lar.of the
Chine.se ntec l ic : i l  c lassrcs,
spokc it thusly, "M:rn ltrLlst
have nralkecl wirhin himself
the characteristics of ltotlr
.squll 'e ancl rouncl. Sqrrar.e is
cl:rl i ty. f lrnr. f i>nn: r()uncl no
tirrnr, circling."r Hc-llthy :rn-

.gcr  s i ts  r r r ic ln : r1, ( ) l t  the l )et t l l t .
giving us :rcces.s to l><lth.

Thc yin. "r.ouucl," l leirr.rE
irspect of the self bxluclcr.rs,

opens ltncl cir.cles, causitlg u.s
to wanclet', to clreunt: it soft-
en.s col'ttortrs ancl :rll<tws us t<.1
.spreacl beyoncl our b<lrders
ancl eclges to peer into.some-
thing new, One <;f nry tl.iencls
ru.secl to love goirr.g clorvn t<l
t l le l)()t()n'utc River, just t<> sit.
He saicl that looking at thc
curves <.lf natule in.steucl. of
thc str':t ight l ines ol't lrc ciry
nraclc. hint fl.cl bettcr.

The yirn.r.1, "squrr re, " I )oi rr.rg
aspect of thc- self n:lrr()\vs.
aims ancl fbcuse.sl it tilrces :r
l inc- lrrrcl c()ursc., clrrrsing rrs t<>
.set sail. to go in a clirection. It
:r lklu,s us t() r()()t, lrs r.r 'elt tts t<l
holcl <ltrrselve.s i11 t()\\'. A l)lt-
t icrrt.spokc of this :rsltect us u

1>crron:rl stnrggle: '.My g eltcst
f'ear i.s thirt I 'uvill just u,ancler
l l\vl ly in chealns. t l lrtt I \\()r.t ' t

l  t I
, r '  *  

' ; l
t

r'<l<lt clc>wn in soruething or.
f incl nty grouncl to.s:ry nol"

I3:rluncing the .sclr,rare ancl
tlre rouncl i.s the best <lf C.hi-
nese Puzzles. If tippecl too
ruruclr to thc- yin.sicle we wun-
cler' :r irulessly thnru.qh l if 'c, lost
in clle-ultrs ancl un:rlt lc. t<l clrl l
ourselves t() t l lsk. Thi.s is thc
ti'ustr.lrti<ln of going n()whet.e.
Ve c:rn sc-e this irr tlrc live.s of
:rclclicts, irr whonr clr.ugs 1tr.r.slr
thc Liver into clelt letiorr :rrrcl
int<l .starly-cyecl pl:rns. nt:rsk-
in.lg n'lxrt is painfully reul on
tltc- it'rsiclc.-u luck <tf sc-lf'-con-
flclence itncl e.steent. .'Great Es-
teetn" is t lrc- cnrl. l lcrtr:rt ir '  1-r<lirrt
on the Liver ltrrthrvay t<tr arrlus-
irt.q u rcrrcrvccl :utcl l.crtlisric
sc-nsc of c<lnficlence.

If bklrvtr &r thc y:rng sicle,
n,c, tc.ncl to filcus n:u.r-<trvly ancl

photo h.1' Dat,itl EJcct tvs

act precipitously,,sure tl lrrt we
are ri.ght ancl that we :u-e en-
titlecl. Ve are on the nrove,
taking ilction; yet wl.tet€ we
are going is srnall ancl narrow,
conclitionecl by what we have
known in the p:r.st, uncl luck-
ing ex1>lorlrt ion or irrrlrsinl-
t ion. This we cll l  "nris.sing the
fi>rest t<>r'the trees." We can see
this trcncl in thc- live.s of ex-
tlenrc f unclurnentalists whosc

1lcrs1>ectivc- <>n lif'e hlr.s n:rr-
Iowe(l into a snrall passage.

If we see the n'orlcl as only
.squure ol'only xluncl, then all
\\'e see is us versrrs thenr, tl.ris
vel'sr.ts t l l l l t . vc- nr:ty h:rVc. :rn
lt int :rncl lr frnts, l lut our :.rc-
ti()ns l lr lty lte t<xr srtrall- lrncl
wc' nl:.ly l:c sufpfisc.cl n,hen
they cteilte rrtrlre lrilrrrt tltan
grx>cl. At thc- nticlpoinr lte-
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When challenged, we
in these narrow ways,

must ask ourselves:
or do we go forward

Do we stay stuck
creatively?

rvreen the square and the

round, yang and yin, we find

creative expression. Ve feel

our anger fully, then use it

constructively, balancing free-

dom with rules, imagination

with discipline. Ve act with

force from an open mind.

Every constructive act of cre-

ation occurs here. at the

midpoint .

AnEJer as a moving

waveform

Thewind is blowing, thewind

is blowing! Tie it downl Bat-

ten the hatches! ... but if I t ie

it too hard I will surely break

in two, If I don't tether it

enough I will be blown to the

four corners. Like riding a

horse or raising a child, this is

a questron anger poses-

when to rein in and when to

let free?

If we begin to experience

Extreme
YIN

anger as a waveform moving

through us, we can sense our
way into where our anger
needs to move. The wave be-
gins to gwell in mid-February,

arising out of our inherent
impulse for creative self-ex-
pression. \fhen the impulse is
very weak, we may find that
we are having trouble affirm-

ing a place for ourselves in the
wodd: we may not feel en-

titled to express our opinions

and needs, or even to know
what they are. This pathologi-

cal "lack of anger" (as it is
called in the tradition of five-

element acupuncture) be-

comes one of our challenges
in life. People who suffer from

lack of anger may find them-
selves living someone else's
dream, not their own.

As the wave of anger con-

tinues to rise, we may feel a

strong surge and say "Vhoal"

Rather than allow the wave to

rise, we rein it in, cut it off
before it gets to the top. Per-

haps we were taught that an-

ger isn't what nice people do,

or we may assume that feel-

ing anger is the same thing as
letting it rip, doing or speak-

ing what we will later regret.

Yesterday a client spoke

about how her upbringing

never allowed her to express

anger. As a consequence, she

has always pushed anger be-
low the surface of her life,
where it festered unresolved,

ending up in fantasies of re-
venge. She had never learned

to "ride the wave" to its crest

and completion. Yet in rhe

safety of the treatment room,

when she allowed herself five

minutes to express her anger,

she very quickl,v rode over

the top. In our work together,

we discovered that she shuts

anger down instead of giving

herself a chance to exolore

and release it.

Biame, resentmen! and re-

venge are anger's seedy cous-

ins.lVhen caught in theirgrip,

our mind loses its freedom.
'We 

ruminate about the per-

son who wronged us or the

situation that left us speech-

less. My father lived his whole

life with blame and resent-

ment as a backdrop, so much

so that they stole his creativ-

iry-they took over those mo-

ments when he could have

been dreaming about possi-

bilities. They thieved away

the energy he needed for

fruitful action,
- If we get stuck at the top of

the wave, frustration is a com-

mon experience. In this par-

ticular struggle, our anger has

moved us to the moment of

creation. vet we are stuck in

Spectrum of tb7 emotion of anger, from yin to yang

Yln ledvdngd
with Yang

Equplty,
Yln:and Yang

Yang leaVened
, with Yln

Extreme
YANG

l lmp
wanderlng almlessly
lack of anger
permlsslve
wlde
lack of entltlement

' ;

Meridians

lmagln?Uon
freedoln L
uprootlng .Criallvi sxpieeolon

,r r' s€lf estoem , .'  
i , . ,  . .  r

dlsclpllnel
rulef ,' '

e$tabllshlng rootg

rlgld
excess anger

ludgmental
narrow
overly entltled
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the detai ls of hoq. '  to take

s i fc . t rvc  l cc ion  Thc  poss i -

b i l i t i es  a re  g rea t ,  ye t  we have

rror-rble choosing a course. Ve

exper ience the  fn rs t ra t ion  o f

indec is ion  and the  resentment

o f  oppor tun i t ies  los t .  In  these

c a s e s ,  r . r n d e r s t a n d i n g  o u r

p l igh t  and fee l ing  oLr r  anger

r ray  be  enough to  he lp  us

move.  One pa t ren t  sa id ,  " l

nevcr  k l rcq '  I  cared  about  i t

th r r t  n ruch  "  When she came

in the next , ,r 'eek, she had

clecicled s'hat to do and had

q o n e  l l .

F ina l l l ' .  oL i r  anger  can keep

r is ing  pas t  i t s  nornra l  peak

in to  rage,  a  rogue q 'ave .  Per -

haps n'e carry a great sense of

lixliiriYtdriliti*
i l r . , :a:,

enrit lement that unconsciously

overshadows others. Or we

may  be  so  t i gh t  i n  o l t r

bodymind that  a l l  we see are

The Rules.  In  such a space,

we leave litt le room for diver-

sity, and we may find or-rr-

selves intolerant of others. I

remember a pat ient  who re-

ported that throughout his l i fe

he had suffered pain in his big

toe on the Liver pathway. (ln

Chinese medicine, the Liver is

associated with the energy of

spring/anger.) In conversa-

tion, I discovered that worse

than the pain in his toe was

the pain of all his opinions

abor-rt others. As tl.re pain of

I-ris opinions eased, so did the

pain in  h is  toe.
'When we ride the wave of

anger to contpletion-let it

l ise,  explo le i t ,  l rnd Ltse l ts

encrgy l 'or  cre l t rve Jct ion-

we bring the gift of ourselves

to l ife.

Eeyond  ange r  l i e s

benevo lence

Beyond square and ror . tnd

a r i ses  l >enevo lence ,  t l i e  v i r ' -

tue the Cl.rinese associated

w i th  sp r i ng .  Benevo lence

arises out of a broad vieq,' of

lif'e and all of its circr.rr.nstances,

It requires intell igence, knon'l-

edge.  sensi t iv i ty  and intagina-

tion. It is fostered by aclven-

ture and exper ience,  ancl  de-

, .,,-Jv,ryFW

pends r . rpon one 's  ab i l i r l ,  te

break or,rt  and f incl ne\\ 'ness

and cl ' r ;r l lenge-not ro kc<1r

w a d i n g  i n  t l i e  s a r r r e  o l c l

streanl.r Benevolence sees t l tc '

world as One, not as Trvo. l t

sees Us Hr.rmans, not Me vs.

Therr. Benevolence knon's

that q,hat is tr tre l ies betu eer-t

the  I ines ;  in  ac t ing ,  i t  s t r i ves  tc r

see the other's vien' n'hi le

po in t ing  to  what  i s  j t rs t  io r  a i l ,

Gandh i  and Mar t in  Lu t i re r

K ing  used the i r  ou t rage to

move the *,orld to a higher

order ,  John Ste inbeck ,  ap-

pa l led  by  the  l i v ing  conc l i -

t i o n s  o f  t h e  O k i c >  w ,  r r k i n g

on the rai lroad, q'rote GraPes

oJ'\Yrath His imagination and
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l r i s  c l r s . i p l r n <  e a u r c  t o g c r l t c r .

l - r rc lec l  b1  l t rs  : tngcr ' .  to  I re lp

crea te  c i range in  na t iona l  la -

i ro r  po l i c1 , .

Horv r.r 'e negotiate oLlr 2ln-

g c r -  c l e t e n l i n c s  h o q '  u n d

n he ther  we can l i ve  her r r ro -

nior,r-slv in n cl iverse ancl plr.r-

ru l  wor ld .  S ince  September '

11 ,  o r - r l  n l t ion  f inc ls  i t se l f  in

t l l (  n t r ( l 5 l  o l  t l t i :  e l t r r l l c n g c .

\\ 'e nrr-rst a.sk or-rrselves, hon'

n ' j l l  the  ac t ions  fue led  by  or - r r

ar- iger affect the worlcl  conr-

r i l . rn i t r  i '  u 'h ; t t  rs  o r r l  l t i ghes t

v is ion  fo r  o l l r  na t ion  and our

l 'or ld, and how do we move

c lear ly  in  the  c l i rec t ion  o f  tha t

v is ion? Bener . ,o lence 'sees

conf' l ict as an opportunity for

rr l i  to r.r , in, I t  seeks the rniddle

\\,e) ' thfol lgh, ensuring a cotr-

r lon  v ic to ry .

Th is  spr ing ,  I  reca l l  the

w'ords of Robert Kennecly' ,
' 'Sor le  see th ings  a .s  they  are

. rn t i  : , rv  Wi tv r  I  scc  r l t ings  t lu t t

never \ \ 'ere ancl say Vhy Not?"

1-his spring I look or-rt  to nry

country, lr1\ '  col leagl les, my

l):rr icnt.s uncl nry f l ' rencls, arrcl

I s h o r - r t .  l u r a g i n e l "

Notes
1. Cl;ruclc L:rr le, El isal>etir  Rochet
de lrr \':rll6e. The Secrct Trecrlise ctJ
r he .Spt r i  I  tr  n I  Or-cl: i r l  (Cambriclge,
L .K :  \ ' l onkcV l ' j ress .  1992) ,  page 43 .

} ln rheii lt<tctk Rotttecl itt Spirit,
Clrrrrcic L:Lrre rncl Ei is:rbeth Roclrut
cle l :r  Vrl lee cl iscrrss benevolence
in  th r ' con tex t  o l  the  Chrnese nrec l i -
cu l  c luss ics  (Nen ' \ 'o rk :  S ta t ion  Hr l l
I ) ress .  i992) .

T'tt i Soph tn .lu c r r I I.)' nr etn bt,r
.la t t e G riss nt e t' t etrc bes
'Ett,qagittg l l )e Entol iot?s. "

r l . ) t '  tut t t 'sL . l t 'unt  t t  l . t t r ' l t  ILt is
arttcle ts cleriL,etl. tt' ith

.lct c t r I t.1' nten t ber Pet er
. l  l r  r  r i t  t a  k i s  .

Pbolo b.y, Datid [3eares

Sugges t ions  fo r  the  Snr ino  SPaSon

:  To help you look at  l i fe  newly,  to  break a r ig id thought  pat tern or  open a t ight  box,  change your

physical  pat terns.  Walk a c i rc le in  the opposi te d i rect ion than you would normal ly ,  i  e  ,  go to the le f  l

instead of  the r ight .  Or wr i te  wi th your  le f t  hand instead of  your  r ight .  The change in physical

d i rect ion wi l l  he lp you s lep out  o l  the st ream in which you feel  s tuck.  l t  wi l l  s t imulate a new center

of  your  bra in and open your  mind to new possib i l i t ies.

t r  Too rare ly  do we g ive our  minds a ret reshing break l rom day- to-day tasks,  a l lowing ourselves

simply to enjoy our  imaginat ion.  Somet imes,  a l l  we can imagine is  the nexl  i tem on the grocery l rs t

Cul t ivate your  imaginat ion by walk ing in  the woods.  As you walk,  re lease your  mind- let  i t  wander.

absolute ly  l ree.  Al low yoursel f  to  imagine beauty and possib i l i t ies beyond the f  rontrers of

everyday routines.

n In the body,  anger is  s tored in  the contract i le  muscles,  the l igaments and tendons,  Sports  that

engage and move these muscles g ive us an excel lent  way to re lease pent  up anger*runnrng,  for

example,  or  spor ts  that  involve k ick ing ( l ike soccer)  or  h i t t ing ( l ike tennis) .

E Be in lent ional .  Change can occur  when we lake new steps,  however smal l ,  in  an in tended

direct ion.  Choose a new pract ice (perhaps one you th ink up on your  " imaginat ion walk") ,  then set  a

regular  t ime for  the pract ice and do i t .  Af ter  a per iod,  look back and see what  changed.

r  Cal l  on Oneness:  When you feel  anger,  ask yoursel l  i f  you have ever  done anyth ing l ike the

of fense lhat  angered you.  Have you ever  sped up an ex i t  lane,  for  example,  instead of  jo in ing the

l ine of  cars? Of len,  you wi l l  f ind that  the answer is  yes,  We are a l l  One.

x To unleash your  creat ive energy when you feel  anger,  imagine l ive d i f ferent  v iewpoints and how

each v iew would descr ibe what  haopened.

ru Al low your  anger to teach you what  you need.  Ask yoursel f ,  " ln  what  way am I  hur t  or  balked by

what  has happened?" Then ask,  "How else can I  meet  that  need? Whal  act ion is  needed?'  l f  you

are angry on behal f  o f  others,  the same quest ion wi l l  he lp:  "What  act ion is  needed?" -J  G E H

14  Mer id ians
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