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It’s the time of year in my family where we are waiting on college football. It’s our other 
advent: waiting to know what bowl game the University of Wisconsin Badgers will go 
to - where our 20 year tradition will find us eating bratwurst this year. ESPN predicts 
the Buffalo Wild Wings Citrus Bowl in Orlando but my mom texted me last night saying 
San Diego, Texas and Arizona are also possible. 
 
College football is in my culture - and while I used to be uneasy with my family’s 
fandom, used to despise its worship of consumerism and masculinity, I’ve learned to 
love the belonging that the Badgers offered to my father when he first immigrated to 
Milwaukee, WI. And I’ve come to enjoy watching it. To worry at the trauma of it, yes, 
and the racism and gladiator spectacle of it. But if I’m honest, there is something 
compelling and authentic about snatching footballs out of the air, about colliding you 
against them, helmets smacking and shoulders crashing about block and tackle and 
touchdown. 
 
And my own simplistic analysis is this: I have never figured out how to be healthy in 
my anger and so the anger of the football field - the conflict, the violence, the 
aggression - has become the proxy for my own lack of those things, football is 
catharsis for what I don't know how to express. 
 
Our words from Rumi: 
Welcome and entertain them all! 
Treat each guest honorably. 
The dark thought, the shame, the malice. 
meet them at the door laughing and invite them in. 
 
When I hung out in prisons, facilitating workshops on non-violence, my mentors were 
incarcerated men. They’d done some things out of want or need or love or sickness, 
and they’d done many out of anger - at people or powerlessness or the pain of the 
world. In those workshops we would draw a big iceberg, floating, with a tip above the 
surface. That tip was violence. Underneath the surface of the water were the feelings 
that led to violence - anger was always a popular choice. At the bottom of the iceberg 
we brainstormed the systems or ideas that created the emotions - the idea that one 
race is better than another. The idea that it’s ok for some people not to have enough 
while others have too much.   
 
 



Rev. Elizabeth Nguyen 
That Anger 
The Sanctuary Boston 
12/3/14 

 2 

 
Anger is that middle of the iceberg - neither action nor source, but feeling, a translator 
of experience into action. 
 
Words from Audre Lorde’s speech “The Uses of Anger” that she gave in 1981 to a 
collection of women academics: 
 
“To my sisters of Color who like me still tremble their rage under harness, or who 
sometimes question the expression of our rage as useless and disruptive (the two 
most popular accusations) – I want to speak about anger, my anger, and what I have 
learned from my travels through its dominions. 
 
Everything can be used / except what is wasteful / (you will need / to remember this 
when you are accused of destruction’).” 
 
At the gathering last Tuesday night in Dudley Square in response to the non-
indictment of Darren Wilson, the police officer who shot and killed Mike Brown in 
Ferguson, Missouri, there was anger. There was accusation of destruction. There was 
me, trembling with rage under harness. 
 
I was with the teens I work alongside, heading out from Harvard Square, where we’d 
made signs and talked about our feelings. “I am so angry,” I said. And I said it just like 
that. I am so angry. And said it, and it was true and I couldn’t even feel it, couldn’t 
show it. Couldn’t be like Fatuma, 17, who said that was she pissed and didn’t want to 
stop being pissed. Couldn't be like Mary, 15, so angry that she vowed to stay until the 
police joined the protesters.  
 
I was surrounded by anger and evidence of the usefulness of it, at the front of the line, 
South Bay detention center to my right, police and fights inches from my face, and 
couldn’t feel my own. Even when the teens that I was with were in the center of their 
anger, empowered young women of color, shutting down Mass Ave, striding in 
between stopped cars, yelling in the faces of the police officers, my anger, that anger, 
was stuck, below the surface, somewhere between the system that caused it and my 
ability to express it. 
 
Lorde’s words “Every woman has a well-stocked arsenal of anger potentially useful 
against those oppressions which brought that anger into being. Focused with precision 
it can become a powerful source of energy serving progress and change." 
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When I meditate or pray on my anger, that feeling that I experience but cannot express, 
my very uncreative subconscious gives me an image of a red, jagged jewel that is both 
inside and outside of me, part of me and not my own. 

 
Lorde says that we learn that “The anger of others was to be avoided at all costs 
because there was nothing to be learned from it but pain... And if we accept our 
powerlessness, then of course any anger can destroy us.” 

 
I have seen some of that destruction - people I love who were taught anger in their 
growing up. My family’s anger has its roots in French imperialism and American 
occupation, in famine and the betrayals of war. In my family we learned to show it in 
sports - getting thrown out of softball games for making fists, got punched sometimes, 
red carded and for that anger, that aggression. And I too have a temper. In college, I 
would bang on the hoods of cars who yelled dyke, throwing poorly executed punches at 
men who grabbed or taunted. I was my anger in those moments and while I'm not proud 
of them, it could feel some kind of holy, to be empowered by my anger instead 
paralyzed by it. Communicating my anger with those whose actions hurt me instead of 
turning it inward, cementing it into bitterness, distrust, despair. 
 
Lorde offers, “It is not the anger of others that will destroy us but our refusals to stand 
still, to listen to its rhythms, to learn within it, to tap that anger as a source of 
empowerment. Anger has eaten clefts into my living only when it remained unspoken, 
useless to anyone.”  
 
A lot of very smart spiritual teachers say that we must in some way, let go of anger. I 
think that is true to- but maybe that letting go is what we do after we know what it is, 
after we have learned to to express it freely without doing harm to ourselves or others, 
after we have used it with precision for good. There is no way to let go of what we don’t 
know how to have.   
 
The thing that is true is that many of us our angry. Those of us who are stopped by cops 
and whose children and parents and brothers are dead, whose people are doing time 
for a system, are angry. Those of us Asian and Latino, Indigenous and Middle Eastern, 
who are stopped by cops, too, who are dying, too, in different ways sometimes, who find 
ourselves in solidarity but also apart from the particular anti-blackness of this nation, we 
too are angry. And those of us who the system supports, who get friendly warnings from 
cops and don’t know anyone in prison and whose gated communities, private schools 
and cars with the doors locked keep us separate from our fellow humans, we who they 
say they are trying to protect are angry. 
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The Buddhist teacher Tich Nhat Hanh says, “The first function of mindfulness is to 
recognize- “Breathing in, I know that anger has manifested in me. Hello, my little anger.” 
And breathing out, “I will take good care of you.” Once we have recognized our anger, 
we embrace it. It is like cooking potatoes. You must keep the stove on for at least 
twenty minutes for the potatoes to cook. Your anger is a kind of potato and you cannot 
eat a raw potato.” 
 
Just as we pray that we do not inherit anger that is bitter, vengeful, cruel, may we also 
not inherit an avoidance. May we embrace, hello my little anger.  
 
I pray for the day when anger is no longer that anger out on the football field or in the 
streets, but mine - my little potato, cooked, embraced, expressed, put to use. When I 
know how to share it well and without harm, when it is no longer unspoken, useless, but 
a source of empowerment, clarity, and justice.  
 
Amen, may it be so, blessed be.   
 
Charge:  
Let us welcome our anger. Let it be ours.  
 
Final wisdom Audre Lorde:   
“We cannot allow our fear of anger to deflect us nor seduce us into settling for anything 
less than the hard work of excavating honesty. For anger between peers births change, 
not destruction, and the discomfort and sense of loss it often causes is not fatal, but a 
sign of growth.” 
 
 
 
 
 


