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Aristotle once said,  

 

Anybody can become angry, that is easy; but to be angry with the right person, and to the right 

degree, and at the right time, and for the right purpose, and in the right way, that is not within 

everybody’s power, that is not easy. 

 

Today I want to talk about anger from a spiritual perspective.  When I look at the life of Jesus, I see 

someone who was angry “for the right purpose”—angry with an oppressive and manipulative religion, 

with injustice, with callous political power, with hypocrisy, selfishness and mistreatment of others.  And 

he was able to deal with his anger.  In Jesus I see someone in whom there was not bitterness, someone 

who did not return evil for evil, someone who was aligned with the Sacred Reality in such a way that it 

showed in his thought processes and actions. 

 

I want to share with you one of Thich Nhat Hanh’s more recent books, Anger: Wisdom for Cooling the 

Flames.  Coming from the Buddhist tradition, he helps me better understand my own Christian tradition, 

and he begins with the notion that happiness (well-being, shalom, wholeness), the goal of spiritual 

pursuit, means that we suffer less.  And in the pursuit of happiness, many people seek this outside 

themselves—their circumstances, possessions, status, etc.  But like so many other spiritual teachers, 

including Jesus, Thich Nhat Hanh points out that happiness really comes internally, and it is all about 

freedom from mental formations—freedom from thought processes—such as anger. 

 

In order to be free from anger, we have to practice.  He points out that we cannot ask anyone or even 

God to take anger out of our hearts for us.  So in order to live in the joy of what Jesus called, “the 

Kingdom of God,” which is in the here and now, we need to be able to escape the captivity of these 

negative habitual ways of thinking that are destructive to our well-being, that cause us great suffering.  

“When you are angry,” he says, “you suffer as though you are being burned by the fires of hell.” 

 

And the thing about anger in particular is that it is very contagious.  Thich Nhat Hanh says that when 

someone says or does something that makes us angry, we suffer.  We tend to say or do something back 

to make the other suffer, with the hope that we will suffer less.  We think, “I want to punish you, I want 

to make you suffer because you have made me suffer.  And when I see you suffer a lot I will feel better.  

Many of us are inclined to believe in such a childish practice.  The fact is that when you make the other 

suffer, he will try to find relief by making you suffer more.  The result is this escalation of suffering on 

both sides.  Both of you need compassion and help, not punishment. 

 

I would add that the act of lashing out might feel satisfying for a brief moment, but like a drug, we come 

down quickly from that “high” and feel worse than we started.  Anger and rage can be addictive.  TNH 

writes: 

 

If your house in on fire, the most urgent thing to do is to go back and try to put out the fire, not to 

run after the person you believe to be the arsonist.  If you run after the person you suspect has 
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burned your house, your house will burn down while you are chasing him or her.  That is not 

wise.  You must go back and put out the fire.  So when you are angry, if you continue to interact 

with or argue with the other person, if you try to punish her, you are acting exactly like someone 

who runs after the arsonist while everything goes up in flames.” (p. 23,24) 

 

So the fire is our anger, and it is burning our house down.  We need to stop the fire and cool the flames, 

and this is done not by focusing on the arsonist but with the fire hose that is within you.  “The kingdom 

of heaven is within you.” 

 

The thing that I like about spiritual approaches to anger, Christian, Buddhists and others, is that it 

doesn’t call us to deny our feelings such as anger.  The apostle, Paul, was reflecting his own Jewish 

wisdom we find in the Psalms when he wrote, “Be angry, but do not sin.”  Some folks—mistakenly I 

believe—maintain that anger itself is a sin.  But this only leads to greater problems and denial.  It’s not 

that we cannot have angry feelings; this is only human.  Everybody has angry feelings.  That’s not the 

issue.  It’s what we do with them.  TNH has another helpful metaphor: 

 

Anger is like a howling baby, suffering and crying.  The baby needs his mother to embrace him.  

You are the mother for your baby, your anger.  The moment you begin to practice breathing 

mindfully in and out, you have the energy of a mother, to cradle and embrace the baby.  Just 

embracing your anger, just breathing in and breathing out, that is good enough.  The baby will 

feel relief right away. 

 

So what TNH is saying is that one does not fight the feelings, but observes them, cradles them.  One no 

longer is the anger, but one is observing the anger.  There is some distance there.  There is a difference 

between being angry and having angry feelings.  When we become anger, we are taken out of the 

present, our awareness is very low.  We are in a fog. When we embrace the anger as a baby, we are 

brought back into the present moment.  James Thurber once said, “Let us not look back in anger or 

forward in fear, but around in awareness.”   

 

So instead of reacting thoughtlessly, we go back to ourselves.  This is common sense, isn’t it?  As 

Jefferson said, “When angry, count to ten before you speak.  If very angry, a hundred.” 

 

Holding the baby mindfully, the mother quickly discovers the cause of his suffering.  Then it is 

very easy for her to correct the situation.  If the baby has a fever, then she will give him medicine 

to help the fever go down.  If he is hungry, she will feed him warm milk.  If the diaper is too tight, 

she will loosen it. 

 

As practitioners, we do exactly this.  We hold our baby of anger in mindfulness so that we get 

relief.  We continue the practice of mindful breathing and mindful walking, as a lullaby for our 

anger… 

 

At the moment you become angry, you tend to believe that your misery has been created by 

another person.  You blame him or her for your suffering.   But looking deeply, you may realize 

that the seed of anger in you is the main cause of your suffering. 

 

There’s this great quote from that longshoreman philosopher, Eric Hoffer:  “The remarkable thing is that 

we really love our neighbor as ourselves:  we do unto others as we do unto ourselves.  We hate others 

when we hate ourselves.  We are tolerant toward others when we tolerate ourselves.  We forgive others 
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when we forgive ourselves.”  And I would add: We are angry at others when we are angry at ourselves.  

I think that this is that “seed of anger” that TNH is talking about. 

 

And the thing is that we all have these seeds of anger planted within us, these habits of thinking and 

interpreting events.  Here’s a great story by TNH: 

 

There was a twelve-year-old boy who used to come to Plum Village every summer to practice 

with other young people.  He had a problem with his father because every time he made a 

mistake or fell and hurt himself, instead of helping, his father would shout at him and call him all 

sorts of names:  ‘You stupid boy!  How can you do something like that to yourself?’  This would 

happen just because the boy would fall down and get hurt.  So he didn’t see his father as a loving 

father, as a good father.  He promised himself that when he grew up, got married, and had 

children, he would not treat his children like that.  If his son was playing and got hurt and bled, 

he would not shout at him.  He would embrace his son and try to help him. 

 

The second year he was in Plum Village, he came with his younger sister.  His sister was playing 

with other girls on the hammock, and suddenly fell off.  She hit her head on a piece of rock, and 

blood began to stream down her face.  Suddenly the young man felt the energy of anger coming 

up.  He was about to shout at his younger sister:  ‘You stupid girl!  How could you do something 

like that to yourself?’  He was about to do the same thing that his father had done to him.  But 

because he had practiced in Plum Village for two summers, he was able to stop himself.  Instead 

of shouting, he began to practice mindful walking and mindful breathing while others helped his 

sister.  In just five minutes he experienced a moment of enlightenment.  It was that his reaction, 

his anger, was a kind of habit energy that had been transmitted to him by his father.  He had 

become exactly like his father, the continuation of his father.  He did not want to treat his sister 

like that, but the energy transmitted to him by his father was so strong that he almost did exactly 

what his father had done to him. 

 

For a twelve-year-old boy, that is quite an awakening.  He continued his walking, and suddenly 

he was filled with the desire to practice in order to transform his habit energy, so that he would 

not transmit it to his children.  He knew that only the practice of mindfulness could help him to 

stop this cycle of suffering. 

 

The boy was also able to see that his father was a victim of the transmission of anger as well.  

His father might not have wanted to treat him like that, but he had done so because the habit 

energy in him was too strong.  The moment this insight came to him, that his father was also a 

victim of transmission, all of his anger toward his father vanished.  (p. 37-38) 

 

But there’s one more spiritual insight that I want to share with you about dealing with anger:  We must 

not ignore it.  It must be dealt with.  As Paul wrote, “Do not let the sun go down on your anger.”  If we 

don’t deal with it, it grows and become a negative force in our lives and in our relationships.   

 

This means that each person must take full responsibility for one’s own anger.  Nobody is responsible 

for my anger but me.  Sometimes we aggressively go after other people as if they are the source of our 

own anger problem!  Or we may pout and act passive-aggressively, thinking someone will notice and 

solve our anger problem for us.  We are responsible for our own anger!  You know the definition of co-

dependence is when you assume responsibility for someone else’s feelings, allow them to avoid their 

responsibility. 
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Spirituality is about learning how to think and interpret things differently; we gain a new perspective and 

change the way we see the world. It is about being reborn.  Often this change begins at home because 

often it is the closest ones to us who become the misplaced object of our anger.  And so with our loved 

ones, TNH says, we want to change our habits of being: 

 

We want to learn how to listen again, mindfully and with compassion.  We want to learn how to 

speak again, with the language of love, to honor our original commitment. ‘Darling, I suffer.  I 

am angry.  I want you to know it.’  This expresses faithfulness to your commitment.  ‘Darling, I 

am doing my best.  I am taking good care of my anger.  For me and for you also.  I don’t want to 

explode, to destroy myself and destroy you.  I am doing my best.  I am putting into practice what 

I have learned.’ 

…And lastly, ‘Darling, I need your help.’  This is a very strong statement, because usually when 

you’re angry, you have the tendency to say, ‘I don’t need you.’ (p. 40) 

 

TNH calls this “peace talk”: 

 

Start a peace talk with your beloved one: ‘Darling, in the past we have made each other suffer so 

much.  Both of us were victims of our anger.  We made a hell for each other.  Now, I want to 

change.  I want us to become allies, so that we can protect each other, practice together, and 

transform our anger together.  Let us build a better life from now on, based on the practice of 

mindfulness.  Darling, I need your help.  I need your support.  I need your collaboration.  I 

cannot succeed without you.’  You have to say these words to your partner, your son, your 

daughter—it’s time to do it.  This is awakening.  This is love.  (p. 47-48) 

 

And so we don’t suppress our anger.  We don’t say, “Go away, anger.”  Rather we recognize it as it is 

and embrace it.  We look deeply at it.  Count to 100.  So we deal with it privately, individually. 

 

“This does not mean that you have to hide your anger,” says THN.  You have to let the other person 

know that you are angry and that you suffer.  This is very important.  When you get angry with 

someone, please don’t pretend that you are not angry.  Don’t pretend that you don’t suffer.  If the other 

person is dear to you, then you have to confess that you are angry, and that you suffer.  Tell him or her 

in a calm way. 

 

In true love, there is no pride.  You cannot pretend that you don’t suffer.  You cannot pretend that you 

are not angry.  This kind of denial is based on pride.  ‘Angry? me? why should I be angry? I’m okay.’  

But, in fact, you are not okay.  You are in hell.  Anger is burning you up, and you must tell your partner, 

your son, your daughter.  Our tendency is to say, ‘I don’t need you to be happy!  I can be on my own!’  

This is a betrayal of our initial vow to share everything.  You prefer to go into your room and lock the 

door.  You try your best to demonstrate that you don’t need the other person.  This is a very human, very 

ordinary tendency.  “But,” he says, “this is not wisdom.” 

 

So I’ll recap the three sentences that TNH recommends: 

1.  “Darling, I am angry.  I suffer.”  Try you best to say it peacefully, but don’t say something to punish 

or to blame. 

2.  “I am doing my best.”  One takes responsibility to go within and to see how habitual patterns of 

thinking contribute to the suffering of being angry. 

3.  “Please help me.” 
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Friends, the spiritual pursuit is a journey, a process.  It requires effort.  But true relief is available and 

attainable.  Little by little.  As Epictetus about this slow progress from being angry to having angry 

feelings:   

 

I used to be angry every day; now every other day; then every third and fourth day; and if you 

miss it so long as thirty days, offer a sacrifice of thanksgiving to God. 

 

I’m going to end this morning with a story that I’ve used before: 

A big, tough samurai once went to see a little monk. "Monk," he said, in a voice accustomed to 

instant obedience, "Teach me about heaven and hell!" 

The monk looked up at this mighty warrior and replied with utter disdain, "Teach you about 

heaven and hell?  I couldn't teach you about anything.  You're dirty.  You smell.  Your blade is 

rusty.  You're a disgrace, an embarrassment to the samurai class.  Get out of my sight.  I can't 

stand you." 

The samurai was furious.  He shook, got all red in the face, and was speechless with rage.  He 

pulled out his sword and raised it above him, preparing to slay the monk. 

"That's hell," said the monk softly. 

The samurai was overwhelmed.  The compassion and surrender of this little man who had 

offered his life to give this teaching to show him hell!  he slowly put down his sword, filled with 

gratitude, and suddenly peaceful. 

"And that's heaven," said the monk softly. 

Friends, Jesus said that this heaven, this ability, is within us. 

 

(NOTE: The spoken sermon, also available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this 

manuscript version.) 

 


