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This paper is about a basic human emotion—anger. For reasons that will hopefully become clear, I have chosen to display a revolver handgun as a model for understanding anger (Appendix 1, page 8). A handgun has many facets, a powerful capacity for forceful activity, and a target for the bullet, unless, of course, the handgun is never fired or backfires. A handgun operates internally according to lawful principles and is predictable and understandable. A handgun can be used for good or for evil and is, therefore, neutral and subject to the control of its operator. In real life, one can choose not to own a handgun, but for the universal reality and application of our model, every person innately owns a handgun. The components of a handgun that we will discuss in this paper will serve to illuminate the intricate interpersonal dynamics that go into handling anger.  Once we have analyzed the components of the handgun, we will turn to the firing range instructor (the pastor or counselor) for helpful advice to accurately aim our handgun at the proper target (assertive behavioral applications for dealing with the emotion of anger).

Cocked and Ready


Although the hammer spur does not make the handgun fire, the hammer spur mechanism prepares the handgun to fire. This mechanism is directly involved in the firing process and crucially integrated with the rest of the handgun. In the same preparatory and integrated fashion, a person’s cognitive, spiritual, and other emotional factors, which are represented by the hammer spur mechanism, function to interpret an individual’s emotion of anger. Our beliefs and convictions, underlying assumptions, thoughts and interpretations, and in addition, other emotions prepare to drive the manner in which we deal with anger. 

Although nothing externally makes a person angry, we deal with anger based on the grid through which we view an event. An event can occur where the back door is open and you think a family member had forgot to close it, and then you suddenly realize a burglar was in the house and stole the family jewels! Also, we can all probably think of a situation where we have acted out of anger, but did not have all the information. A man became increasingly angry when his newspaper was not delivered for the third day in a row. Little did he know that the paperboy was sideswiped by a truck while riding his bicycle and at the hospital in a coma. Furthermore, a young girl may repeatedly fill her thoughts with self-hate statements like “I’m worthless and unlovable” after being ridiculed at school. These situations remind us how “anger depends on one’s interpretation of the world” and how our cognitive factors, thought patterns, and other emotions play key roles in anger.

We cock the hammer spur with either our right thumb or our wrong thumb. The right thumb represents truth, insight or discernment, awareness, a proper sense of identity and self-esteem, and humility. The wrong thumb represents lies or myths, rationalization based on misinformation, prejudice, confusion, a warped sense of identity, self-hatred, fear of disapproval, and pride. Also, the action of the wrong thumb is at times delayed. In other words, anger can be “put off” when a person avoids thinking about an anger-provoking situation. Theodore Rubin describes this delayed perversion in a person’s thinking as a build up of poison that accumulates over time into a slush-fund account. This person will usually make comments like, “Oh, that doesn’t bother me” or “Why didn’t I think of that earlier” or, “If he were here now, I’d really tell him what I think.”

Jesus is concerned with our mindset—how we view God, ourselves, and the world. Concerning the reality of a right and wrong mindset, He taught that “the eye is the lamp of the body, if your eyes are good, your whole body will be full of light. But if your eyes are bad, your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light within you is darkness, how great is that darkness” (Mt 6:22-23)! 


Pulling the Trigger


The trigger, when pulled, functions to release the hammer spur and discharge the bullet from the handgun chamber. This component operates in conjunction with all the other components of the handgun. Certain biological factors and situational factors provide the pressure to pull the trigger. These biological and situation factors work in relationship with our emotional, cognitive, and spiritual framework (hammer spur) to determine how we will deal with our anger. 

Biological factors, among others, include stressors such as caffeine, particular foods and drinks, drug stimulants, body temperature, and going through a period of withdrawal from an addictive substance (i.e. alcohol). Also, the extent to which a person uses or withdrawals from stimulants that cause organic problems (i.e. headaches, increased blood pressure, fatigue, irritability) is a key biological concern. 

Situational factors are numerous and varied. Two of these major situational factors are environmental irritants (i.e. loud noises, inclement weather, overwhelmed at work, traffic) and social problems (i.e. fights, gossip, blocked expectations, insecurity, insults, rejection, incompetence). 


In dealing with anger, events (situational and biological factors) create a real or perceived threat (trigger pressure), which are interpreted by our belief system (cocked hammer spur). Lorrainne Bilodeau highlights the need for a highly functioning trigger and hammer spur system. 

If you didn’t agree that prejudice, child abuse, and injustice make you angry, and if you don’t take offense when people cheat you or ignore you, then there is a good chance that you believe anger is bad or dangerous or hurtful. This belief is so strong and its resultant fear so great that your anger remains hidden, even from yourself. For it is at these times when anger is not only okay but necessary for your well-being or the well-being of someone else.
 
Encountering biological and situational pressures in life is inevitable. Jesus taught this profound reality to his disciples and attributed this reality to the ways of God. “He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous” (Mt 5:45b). 

Backfires

Backfires happen after the hammer spur is cocked, the trigger is pulled, and the barrel, for some reason, is blocked with no place for the bullet to exit. The explosion has to happen somewhere, and it happens internally with devastating consequences. Anger, in a similar manner, causes problematic consequences if it is blocked or suppressed.

Theodore Rubin describes those who destructively block or suppress their anger instead of properly dealing with it as members of a secret pact. “The be a nice guy—don’t make waves” and “the mind-your-own-business” kind of people ascribe to the secret belief that if they don’t get involved with people, they won’t get hurt. They affirm their belief by consciously or unconsciously repeating, “I won’t get angry, and therefore I will be sure that you don’t get angry.” Of course, this ostrich phenomenon backfires miserably. Sadly, those who suppress or block anger ultimately destroy the very thing they want—namely, love.


King David is a prime example our human tendency to block or suppress anger. Before casting his cares on the Lord who would sustain him with His redeeming love, David wished to escape dealing with his anger. Under the intense pressure of dangerous threats in Jerusalem, David recorded his thoughts and emotional condition:

My thoughts trouble me and I am distraught at the voice of the enemy, at the stares of the wicked; for they bring down suffering upon me and revile me in their anger. My heart is in anguish within me; the terrors of death assail me. Fear and trembling have beset me. I said, Oh that I had the wings of a dove! I would fly away and be at rest—I would flee far away and stay in the desert; I would hurry to my place of shelter, far from the tempest and storm (Ps 55:2-8).

Defining Anger and A Brief Word on Safety


Like a baby’s cry, hunger, and thirst, anger is a basic human response in which a person is in a state of displeasure. “Anger itself, like anxiety and depression, is a signal—a sign that a change is needed.”
 In the same vein, “Anger is a warning to do something, a motivating force to get rid of pain.”
 Anger can also be defined as an attempt to preserve personal worth in the face of rejection or invalidation, to preserve our essential needs (i.e. being understood, unconditionally loved and accepted), and to preserve our basic convictions in a world that eschews truth.

It is important to emphasize that anger can promote rather than kill healthy relationships. “Angry feelings do not hurt people. Only certain ways of expressing them do.”
 “If anything, denied anger, perverting and twisting, results in the killing of relationships and people, too.”

Take Your Aim

An individual controls their handgun. Bullets either hit the right target and demand a reward or hit the wrong target and reap a penalty. Like a firing range instructor, it is important as a pastor or counselor to coach a person to direct their anger in the right direction. Training in assertive behavior is an extremely valuable way to coach a person to deal with their anger in an appropriate and rewarding way. Assertive behavior avoids the pitfalls of aggressive outbursts (You’re not O.K.) and passive-aggressive dishonesty (I’m not O.K.) and communicates legitimate needs (I’m O.K. and You’re O.K. and let’s be honest, direct, and expressive).
 
The first assertive training step is helping an individual increase the awareness of their identity and in doing so, affirming the reality that they were created with an internal capacity for anger—own it! We are created in God’s image to reflect his character and will (Gen 1:27 & Eph 2:10). This truth needs to be recovered and affirmed (Rom 3:23-24). 

The second training step is coaching an individual to actively learn or relearn the value of assertively controlling their anger. Anxiety and embedded patterns of unacceptable behavior must be overstepped for positive rewards to become apparent. Sometimes relaxation and desensitization techniques calm the emotions to accelerate cognitive, and behavioral change.
 The apostle Paul urges, “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will” (Rom 12:2). He also exhorts us to avoid gratifying our sinful nature with sinful acts such as “fits of rage” and to “keep in step with the Spirit” which produces self-control (Gal 5:16-26).

It is important in this step for the pastor or counselor to persevere through periods of behavioral dysfunction and to emphasize assertive behavior. “Positive reinforcement rewards the desired behavior rather than penalizing the undesired response…Resort to punishment only when it seems important to have instant change… Both are effective. However, positive reinforcement is effective in both changing and maintaining behavior”
 The writer of the book of Hebrews calls us to persevere in the sanctification process and “consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds” (10:24).

Also, prescribing homework for accessing assertive behavior responses to anger arousing situations (i.e. keeping a daily chart), group counseling or class settings, and role-playing exercises can be done in addition to individual counseling in order to learn or relearn assertive anger control. These workshop-like exercises are designed for developing anger control outside the counselor’s office. “Perhaps the biggest problem facing assertive trainers is aiding clients in transferring what they learn in assertive training to the outside world.”


The third and final training step is responding to anger provoking people and situations with forgiveness. Forgiveness is accepting yourself or another person despite personal faults and shortcomings. Forgiveness only comes from God and is reflected by those who have experienced this kind of love. Theodore Rubin encourages two questions for a loving reflection on anger. “Did I feel and get angry warmly, fully, and openly without guilt and recriminations?” and “Did I give the other fellow a chance to unburden himself?”


It is important to remember that some people may struggle with anger difficulties their entire life. These difficulties may be the very “thorn” that God uses to display His grace, mercy, and power (2 Cor 12:7-10).

Bulls-eye!

“If you do what is right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must master it” (Gen 4:7). “In your anger, do not sin” (Ps 4:4a). The revolver handgun will serve as my model for pastoral care and counseling individuals to control anger. May God’s Word guide our right thumb in cocking the hammer spur as the pressures of life pull the trigger. May God’s people, equipped with God’s Word, coach and instruct individuals to aim and fire their handguns at the right target. May the whole community experience the rewards for an individual “hitting the mark” in controlling their anger—the spontaneity, sensitivity, and creativity that comes from formed feelings; the personal sense of worth that comes from affirmed convictions; the lifestyle impact that comes from reflecting God’s image and character; and the strengthened friendships and marriages that stem from increased human relatedness. 
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