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Anger: The Second Arrow

BY ANDREA FELLA

hen I was told the topic was anger, I thought, “Oh great, this is one of
me favorite subjects.” 1 have a lot of experience with aversion and

anger. | have worked with it extensively in my practice and have found
a lot of opening and freedom through this practice of exploring aversion and anger.
So I always love to share what I’ve learned along this topic.

Anger is a form of aversion. Aversion takes many different forms. Basically it’s a
form of reactivity to things that are unpleasant. For instance when we meet some-
thing that is unpleasant, we typically don’t like it and want to get rid of it in some
way, either by taking ourselves out of the situation or by pushing the thing away from
us. The two main movements, I’ve found, in aversion are basically either fear, to take
ourselves away—this feeling of wanting to take ourselves out of here—or anger—the
wanting to lash out at what we don’t like in our environment. There are many, many
different flavors of aversion: frustration, hostility, dread, anger, rage, irritation. There
are so many different levels of this movement of mind, to want to push away some-
thing unpleasant. In most of my examples today, I will focus on anger.

At one point the Buddha was talking to his monks, and he said that someone who
is enlightened, who has experienced awakening, experiences unpleasant experience.
And someone who has not awakened (they call this a run-of-the-mill worldling),
experiences unpleasant sensation. And the Buddha asked his monks, “What is the
difference between these two?” And they responded, “Please tell us and we will
remember it as you’ve instructed us.” So he said, and ’'m paraphrasing here, “When
a run-of-the-mill worldling experiences unpleasant sensation, they beat their breast
and moan and wail and suffer greatly, saying ‘Woe is me; why me?’ It’s as if a man
being struck by a dart strikes himself with another dart,” so adding to the first
unpleasant sensation a second unpleasant experience. And actually we do more
than add a single second arrow. We typically add a third, and a fourth, and a fifth.
For instance, if you cut yourself with a knife, there’s the physically unpleasant expe-
rience of being cut, but then there could also be some reactivity like, “How could I
have been so stupid to not see where the knife was going to go if it slipped?” And
then we get angry with ourselves because we’ve called ourselves stupid. And then
we get sad because we got angry with ourselves, and then we feel frustrated because
we’ve seen this pile of reactivity. And we just pile it one on top of the other. So the
Buddha continued with his monks and said, “When an enlightened person experi-
ences unpleasant sensation, he experiences unpleasant sensation. It stops there.”

So really, the story of aversion is the story of reactivity to unpleasant experi-
ence. It begins there; it begins with this unpleasant experience. Now we can



actually witness this in our practice. We can see that our
reactivity is born out of unpleasantness and mushrooms in
this way. We can begin to see where our reactivity begins.
But often in our practice, we don’t see that. What we see
instead is a full-blown rage. We wake up; we become aware
that we are enraged. And we need to learn how to practice
with that as well.

I think that aversion is a very natural experience. It is a
form of reactivity, but it’s a very natural thing. So I want to
just encourage you to think of it as a normal thing in the
mind. It’s not really something to think of as a bad thing nec-
essarily. It serves a function for us. And I think it actually has
its roots in biological experience. So even an amoeba, for
instance, in a noxious environment will pull away from the
noxious aspect of it. And an amoeba will move towards food.
There’s a kind of natural response to move away from
unpleasant and toward pleasant. But in our brains we seem
to have taken this to a kind of extreme and react to things that
are not necessary to react to. But it can be born out of some
very deep experience, from childhood for instance. The kind
of reactivity we learn in childhood—that we need to protect
ourselves in some way—was functional at that point in our
lives. Then, as we get to be adults, that pattern has become
habituated. It’s become a groove in our minds, a way that
we’ve learned to respond to a specific situation. And yet it is
no longer so necessary. This is the kind of reactivity we can
learn to unwind through our meditation practice.

I think that aversion, and anger particularly, can serve as a
signal for us. It’s something that needs to be paid attention to.

What I’'m suggesting by saying “anger needs to be paid
attention to” is that instead of focusing outward at what we’re
angry at, we should turn the attention back on the experience
of anger itself. What does it feel like to be a human being who
is angry? That shift is a huge shift for us. It is a movement of
mindfulness, a movement of our practice: to turn our atten-
tion toward what the actual experience of anger is.

When I did this early in my practice, anger was actually the
doorway through which I entered practice in the first place. It
was an out-of-control experience for me. I knew I needed to
do something. I was basically non-functional at times because
the anger got so strong. I could see that the anger was over-
whelming, and I was pretty focused on the person that I was
angry at. I could see, actually, as I began to do this mindful-
ness of the anger, that there was a belief that somehow the
anger I was experiencing would harm the person that I was
angry with, that it would teach him a lesson. It would some-
how get out there and do something to him. Now, my cir-
cumstances at the time were that I was in the Peace Corps, on
a little tiny island in the South Pacific, about 7,000 miles away
from California, where the person I was angry with was liv-
ing. So it became kind of clear that that anger was not going
travel 7,000 miles. But it was eating me up.

There’s a story the Buddha tells about anger. He says anger
is like picking up a hot coal to throw at somebody and you have
the belief that you’re going to hurt that person, but you burn
yourself in the process. And I was experiencing that in spades.

So how do we turn our attention to the anger? How do
we practice with aversion? One of the most effective ways
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Something that’s going on that needs to be attended to. But
our typical way of attending to things that we get angry about,
or are aversive to, is to focus on the thing in the world. When
we experience anger, we typically focus on the thing we’re
angry at, the person we’re angry at. And when I speak of
anger as a signal that something needs to be attended to, 'm
not speaking about paying attention to something “out there”
that we need to fix. Because that’s typically how we respond—
that we need to fix something—either by taking ourselves out
of the situation, or by doing something to our environment to
try to change it, or trying to change another person.
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that I’ve found in working with aversion and anger is to turn
the attention to the physical experience in the body, what’s
going on in the body. There are so many different experi-
ences we can have when we’re angry. The body can get tight,
hot, churning. There can be feeling of tension, of pressure in
the body, maybe a clenching in the jaw. There are a lot of
physical experiences we can have when we’re angry. The
point, or the reason it’s skillful to turn our attention to the
body when we’re angry, is that so much of the anger is fed by
the thoughts around the anger. “He did this. She did that.
They shouldn’t have done this. Why did they do that? I'm



going to do this to them because they did that. I could have
done it better.” All of those thoughts actually feed the anger
and make it stronger.

Turning our attention to the body does a couple of things.
First, it keeps us in the present moment. It keeps us experi-
encing what’s happening here and now. It’s not repressing
what we’re experiencing. It’s not turning away from what
we’re experiencing. It’s not saying, “I’m not going to experi-

retreat. I got to pay attention to the thought that would trig-
ger the manifestation of anger and see the whole thing come
into being. And one time I saw the thought, and then in the
next moment I saw just the beginnings of this movement
toward a kind of a feeling of self-righteousness. And that felt
And very quickly it
moved into hot and pressured and very unpleasant. But I
thought, “Oh my gosh, that was like the hook.” That split

warm and full; it was very pleasant.

| thought if | started paying attention to anger, it would get
worse; it would get stronger. But that’s not the case. If you
pay attention to the thoughts around the anger and think
about the anger, it does get worse. But simply paying atten-
tion to the physical experience, in a non-judgmental, non-
reactive way, actually allows the experience of anger to flow
through us. It allows that to live its life. All the emotions
have a life. They have an arising and a passing, like a wave.

ence this anger.” It’s allowing you to be there, experiencing it,
but it’s not engaging in the content or the story around the
anger. It doesn’t feed the anger to pay attention in this way.

Mindfulness is a beautiful tool for us. It has this capacity,
or this quality, that when we pay attention to unskillful states
of mind (anger, hostility, frustration), it creates the conditions
for it to appear less frequently in our lives. Now this kind of
seems a little counterintuitive. At least it did to me when I
first started paying attention. I thought if I started paying
attention to anger, it would get worse; it would get stronger.
But that’s not the case. If you pay attention to the thoughts
around the anger and think about the anger, it does get
worse. But simply paying attention to the physical experi-
ence, in a non-judgmental, non-reactive way, actually allows
the experience of anger to flow through us. It allows that to
live its life. All the emotions have a life. They have an aris-
ing and a passing, like a wave. And if we bring a mindful
attention to our emotions it allows them to live their life in a
natural way, to come into being, to crest, and then to flow
out. This mindful awareness to the body allows the emotions
to manifest in this way in our experience, to feel the full
fruition of it and then to flow out.

In this early experience of anger that I described when I was
first paying attention to the anger, it was pretty clear that the
bodily experience of anger was really unpleasant. Physically
unpleasant. There seemed to be this movement, this desire to
be angry. I could see that kind of pull or movement to be
angry. And I thought, “Why am I doing that when it’s such
an unpleasant experience?” On a two-week retreat, some-
thing happened fairly early into the retreat that made me
angry. It kept coming back over and over again so I got to pay
attention to anger in a very detailed, specific way on that

second of pleasant sensation might be part of the reason why
we go there. There’s that feeling of being so alive and present
and in power, imbued with the sense of being, in the split sec-
ond before it turned into full-blown anger. So that was very
interesting to me, this observation of anger.

Because of the physical experience of anger, and also the
mental experience of anger (they’re both unpleasant), it can be
difficult to turn our attention sometimes. It can be a challenge
to stay in that space of unpleasant experience. But when we
start to do this in a non-reactive way, when we bring our
attention to anger in a non-reactive way, we do begin to see
this quality that the mindfulness has to kind of lubricate the
anger and to allow it to flow in the way we can see causes us
less suffering. So we start to see that bringing mindful aware-
ness to our anger actually is less suffering than it is when we
are caught up in our anger.

It’s really helpful paying attention to anger and to aversion.
And as you pay attention to anger you’ll probably start to see
the subtler forms of it: the pushing away, the resistance, the
not liking the experience, the aversive side of it. It’s really
helpful to simply recognize it in our experience, just to recog-
nize that aversion is happening, anger is happening. That
simple recognition is very, very powerful.

What 'm talking about here can be practiced on the cush-
ion, but also in our daily lives. In fact, the majority of my
work with anger has been in my daily life, and not so much
on the cushion. In fact when I first started the meditation
practice I was dealing with so much anger, I realized the med-
itation was a place where I could take refuge from the anger.
I could take a break from anger sitting on the cushion. So I
didn’t try to explore it too much in the meditation itself, but
in my daily life it was running rampant. So I really dedicated
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my mindfulness practice in daily life to observing anger. This
can be a major work in our daily lives. And this recognition
tool, recognizing that “this is anger,” is very powerful.

I’ll tell you a story of how this functioned for me in those
early months of my practice. I didn’t have much training at
that point. I was in the South Pacific, and there were a cou-
ple of books on meditation, but most of them were not very
accessible. But a friend sent me a book called Everyday Zen
by Joko Beck, and in that book she talked about picking some

have the skills to know what it meant to bring the attention
inward. All I was doing was recognizing, simply recogniz-
ing. And over the course of several months of this, I began
waking up even earlier so that it was more of an irritation
than even anger.

And then one day, I was in my kitchen and I was cutting an
apple, and I saw a thought go through my mind about the per-
son I was angry with. We were at a fruit stand at the Sacra-
mento River delta, and I could see the connection with what I

And in that moment of seeing, the mind realized it had a choice:
go down that path where I’m going to experience suffering

through the anger, or let it go. My mind said,
do this. I’m going to let it go.”

“I’

m not going to
It’s kind of like what happens

when the body touches a hot pot on the stove and releases it
even before you’ve actually felt the heat. The mind let it go
because it knew if it went that way, it would suffer.

projects to be mindful about in your daily life. I wasn’t par-
ticularly inclined toward sitting meditation practice at this
point, but I liked this idea of bringing mindfulness practice
into my daily life, and in particular to the anger because that
was out of control. So I chose the anger as a project, some-
thing to bring my mindfulness to, as Joko Beck had suggest-
ed. Isaid to myself, whenever I get angry I will pay attention
to it. And what I discovered as I did this was that initially I
wouldn’t remember to pay attention. And my anger at that
point was such that it didn’t tend to just go away; it tended to
get bigger and bigger and bigger.

At some point I would remember that I’d told myself that
I’d resolved to pay attention to this anger and I would be in a
full-blown rage. About all T could do at that point—and
again I had very little training, but I knew that I was angry—
was to recognize it. And just that recognition, “Yup, 'm
angry. Boy, am I angry,” was about all I could do. And I’d
be thinking, “So what I do with this? What does it mean to
be mindful of this?” And after some period of time of just
going, “Yup, angry again,” I thought I guess I just go back to
work. I was often sitting at my desk when I would observe
my anger, at the computer.

Over the course of months of doing this, I began to see
that this resolve to wake up for the anger began to wake me
up earlier in the process of anger so that instead of being a
full-blown rage at the time that I became aware that I was
supposed to pay attention, it would be more of the “nor-
mal” anger. That was a little bit easier to tolerate than the
full-blown rage. I could see that the rage was much more
challenging. With the normal anger, it was much easier to
say, “Yup, I can sit with this for a few minutes.” 1 didn’t
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was doing (cutting the apple) and the thought. I could also see,
in that moment, this momentum of the mind to jump on that
thought and think more thoughts in order to get angry. I was-
n’t angry in that moment of the thought appearing. I wasn’t
angry yet, but I could feel this freight train of desire to get angry.
I’d spent a lot of time in the previous months paying atten-
tion to rage, to anger, and seeing how unpleasant it was. And
in that moment of seeing—there’s the thought, the momentum,
or the intention or inclination toward anger—the mind (and I
didn’t do any of this; this wasn’t a conscious thing; this is real-
ly the process unfolding in a natural way) realized it had a
choice: go down that path where I’'m going to experience suf-
fering through the anger, or let it go. My mind said, “I’'m not
going to do this. ’'m going to let it go.” It’s kind of like what
happens when the body touches a hot pot on the stove and
releases it even before you’ve actually felt the heat. The mind
let it go because it knew if it went that way, it would suffer.
And in the next moment I stood there and waited to get
angry, because I had seen all of this. T had seen, “Oh, I have
a choice; I don’t have to go down that road,” but I didn’t
believe it. I thought there was an intricate, linked connec-
tion between the thought of this person and the anger and
that there would be no way that that thought could arise
without the anger arising. So I stood there waiting to get
angry. But I did not get angry. 1 was completely blown
away by the power of that mindfulness to insert itself into
the process, this habit of mind, of seeing my mind wanting
to get angry. I saw how powerful the mindfulness was
around that. That was the moment that I got hooked on
this practice. That was it. I had really seen the power of
mindfulness through this daily observation of anger.



Now, 'm not saying that I never got angry again. In fact I
worked with anger with this person for years after that point.
But I could see that this was the route. This was the way out
of the anger. It had the capacity to take me beyond the anger.

One of my teachers, Carol Wilson, says that when we’re
experiencing aversion, and likewise anger, there’s some-
thing unpleasant in our experience. But often when we’re
experiencing aversion we’re not really aware of what the
unpleasant thing is that we are reacting to. When we’re
angry, we’re usually aware of what we’re angry about,
although sometimes I’ve seen myself, particularly on
retreat, get into these aversive states of the mind. I remem-
ber one time doing walking meditation and seeing some-
body’s shoes sitting at the end of the walking path, and
there was aversion to the shoes. But I could see that the
mind was colored with aversion, that we get into these
states where the mind is colored with aversion. For myself
I’ve seen this happen when I get really hungry; then every-
thing is aversive. And finally when I began to see that, I
realized I could just experience it, the physically unpleasant
sensations. And for some reason, I used to become very
reactive to those physical, body experiences and now I can
pretty much just be with that experience. I just know,
“Yup, this is that state.” It no longer tends to go into lash-
ing out at others. It stays with the unpleasantness, and I
don’t end up reacting out toward others.

So, looking at our experience, what is the actual root, the
source, of the aversion? Is there something going on? Some-
times when we are working with strong habits of mind, and
this is true for any kind of strong habit of mind (anger it was
for me, self-hatred it was for me), we see that there tend to
be these ruts in our mind. And when we get anywhere near
these ruts of mind, it becomes almost impossible to avoid

strong enough to meet the anger. And I found that it was
helpful to turn my attention to something neutral in my expe-
rience. What I’d do is notice the anger, I’d recognize it, and it
was almost like I’d speak to it for a moment. I’d say, “Yup, I
see you anger. And I also see that right now is not a good time
to pay attention to you directly because I know I’ll get caught.
So ’'m going to pay attention to my feet on the ground.” 1
also kind of made a bargain with it. I’d say, “I’ll pay atten-
tion to you as my mindfulness grows stronger.” This was a
way to put the anger aside without aversion. If we do this
“taking our attention away to something neutral” in a way
that’s aversive, then that will just feed the aversive habit. But
if it’s a simple putting aside—“not now”—and going to a neu-
tral sensation, that can be a very powerful practice over years.
And T did this for years. Again, I noticed I’d break into the
cycle of anger earlier and earlier. In this case I began noticing
that the bouts of anger were getting further apart. I’d notice
that I was angry, tell myself, “Not now,” pay attention to
something neutral in my experience, and just stay there for a
while. The bouts of anger became further and further apart.

And then one day I remember walking to my house and 1
realized that I hadn’t been angry at this person in a very long
And even hav-

B

time. And I thought, “I wonder where it is.
ing this person in mind at that moment, I couldn’t generate
the anger. I thought, “Is it gone?” 1 couldn’t find it at all.
And it has never come back since that recognition. In fact,
what has replaced it is a sense of kindness and care for that
person. Just that recognition, “Yup, I'm angry,” putting it
aside, coming to something neutral—that practice itself was
extremely powerful.

P'm not saying I don’t get angry at all. But that particular
anger at that particular person is gone from my life. Com-
pletely eradicated. I can’t even summon it up anymore. I can

Sometimes when we are working with strong habits of mind,

and this is true for any kind of strong habit of mind, we see that

there tend to be these ruts in our mind. And when we get any-

where near these ruts of mind, it becomes almost impossible

to avoid dropping right into them.

dropping right into them. At times with very powerful states
or habits like that, it can be challenging to bring mindfulness
to them because the state or habit is stronger than the abili-
ty to be mindful of it.

I found this for myself around anger, the same anger I
talked about earlier; it continued on for years. And I began
to get the tools and techniques for working with it, with
mindfulness, paying attention to the body. But I discovered
that as often as I’d do this—bring the mindfulness into it—at
some point I’d lose the mindfulness and end up in the anger
again. And so I began to see that the mindfulness wasn’t quite

remember that I was angry, but I cannot summon it up. So this
practice of bringing mindfulness to our anger can be really
powerful. Not only can it make our lives easier, but it’s also a
doorway into insight into impermanence, into suffering, into
the emptiness of experience. I’'ve found for myself that paying
attention to these difficult states of mind has been a huge door-
way toward those deeper insights. It’s not a lesser practice to
pay attention to these things. It doesn’t really matter what we
pay attention to with mindfulness. Anything we bring our
attention to is the right thing to be paying attention to, and
that mindfulness will lead to very deep, liberating insight. m
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Your Thrift Store
Donations Earn Money for GBF

GBF members can donate their quality cast-offs to the Community Thrift Store
(CTS) and GBF will receive a quarterly check based on the volume of items sold.
This is a great way to support our Sangha, and the community. So far this year
we have received over $800 through members’ generosity. Bring your extra cloth-
ing and other items to CTS at 623 Valencia St between 10am and Spm, any day
of the week. The donation door is around the corner on Sycamore Alley (paral-
lel to and between 17th and 18th) between Valencia and Mission. Tell the work-
er you are donating to GBE. Our ID number is 40. Information: (415) 861-4910.

How to Reach Us

www.gaybuddhist.org

For general questions about GBF write to:
inquiry@gaybuddhist.org

To reach our Program Committee with suggestions for speakers and comments, go

to:
www.gaybuddhist.org/programs

Mail correspondence:
GBF

PMB 456
2215—R MARKET STREET
SAN FRANCISCO CA 94114

For address changes or to subscribe or unsubscribe to the newsletter send email

to:
mailinglist@gaybuddhist.org

GBF Newsletter. Send submissions to:
editor@gaybuddhist.org

GBF Yahoo Discussion Group

There is now a GBF discussion group for the general membership (and others) on
Yahoo. Join the discussion at: ) )
www.groups.yahoo.com/group/gaybuddhistfellowship
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