RESILIENCE SOLDIER-PRIESTS UNDER STRESS

The so called "Stress Response" of the body occurs whenever we perceive some form of threat, demand or pressure upon us.  These pressures may be work related, stem from troubles at home, from wrongful instructions, or from tensions within the ministry team. 

The Stress Reaction is a normal hormonal reaction, centered in the Adrenal glands, that leads to the release of coping hormones to, in effect, "tone up" the whole system for either "fight", "flight", or "float".  One of the names for the Stress Response is therefore the "Flight-Fight Reaction".  This particular hormonal response is designed to get us ready to deal with perceived threat, challenge, change or a situation of pressure; to cope with it, or run away from it. So it is a very good thing in itself, and it is the way God has made us.  However, if we find ourselves under sustained pressure for a long time period, the powerful chemicals our body pumps out to help us cope, can start to wear us down from within. Stress becomes a hazard at this overload point.

Remember, to hold us at a state of readiness to cope with stressors, the body has to concentrate energy and in effect close down or limit other body systems.   Over time we can literally "burn out" and "lose the plot", in situations or with people, or worse, on the ministry job front. Our concentration on the safety, and efficiency of the job, then slips at a critical time, and we are in danger of accidents or significant errors of judgment.

In these short notes I have tried to explain what happens to the body when the stress reaction goes on for any length of time and to look at the best physical things to do to help your body settle, rest, and recharge for sustainable ministry.   

Note the following things:

1. The two key causes of stress are firstly the acute pressures of daily life with all the demands of change, challenge in our work, ministry, study, family, and/or living arrangements. The second area is often more powerful and insidious in its effect upon us. This is the "chronic" area where unresolved grief’s and anxieties take their toll, often unconsciously, within. This "chronic" area also refers to conflict at work or home, or lack of personal recharge of our batteries through relaxation and sleep.

2. All of us have our own ways of coping that we use to deal with pressure and all of us have different tolerances for pressure, which vary according to early training, experiences, genetic inheritances, and our learned coping strategies.   

3. Whatever the individual variances, if pressure is ongoing, the body’s God ordained stress response will turn itself on and build pressure within. This will have three immediate results.

A. The first result will be Mood Swings (bite, snap and snarl, or going flat) as the Mood Centre of the brain picks up the fact that the Adrenal System has come under pressure.

B. The second result flows from the fluctuation within the hormonal system. As messages to the various organs are "confused" by the stress hormones flooding the body any system weaknesses or old injuries will "play up" with organ symptoms or malfunctions.

C. The third result occurs when the system begins to rebalance itself, and concentrates energy within the glands to produce more stress hormones. At this point there is suppression of all systems the body can cut back on and this means further symptoms can be felt by the person affected. These can range from exhaustion through to aches and pains, and if the Immune System itself is suppressed, to troublesome viral infections which flare up and won’t go away.

To deal with the effect of stress QUICKLY is VERY IMPORTANT, as most injury accidents occur when the person loses concentration due to distraction which may have a stress basis to it.  Being aware of the impact any unresolved stress may have can save your life on the job, or stop Job Burnout sneaking up on you.   

The two key words are, IMMEDIACY, and SUSTAINABILITY.    When we become aware we are even mildly "losing the plot", that is the time for action, and whatever we do, must be personally sustainable;   it must work for us, and be able to be followed through long term. The ten principles below form the important items to be addressed in any stress lowering, accident or burnout avoidance plan. Stress Busting is about SURVIVAL and SUCCESS on the home and ministry fronts! 

AVOIDING STRESS OVERLOAD - ACTION PLAN ELEMENTS

1.
Deal with any unresolved griefs. Remember “Great Griefs” can take a long time to recover from. Viktor Frankl observes of great griefs, that “there are some things, that if they happen to us, and if they do not cause us to lose our minds, it is only because we didn’t have a mind to lose!”   Remember “Great Grief” will take several years to heal in the soul.  Give yourself time – remember David!

2.
Crossing decade barriers can lead to existential crises, where we question our meaning, purpose, and direction in life. Face these!

3.
Environment may be toxic; either physically, or socially. If it is there are no tricks that can keep you safe – run for your life!

4.
Take Breaks. No stress management “tricks” can support an exhausted person who has not rested and recovered as we are meant to. Moses was right!  One day in seven you need to fully rest, and after twelve weeks hard work, you must take a long weekend at least for rest and recharge.  If you fail to rest and recharge you will fall over!

5.
Recharge your natural chemistry. Serotonin levels may be naturally boosted by activities. Studies indicate that thirty minutes of at least nine activities will boost natural Serotonin; these are Sun Exposure, Exercise, Love shown, Laughter, Tears, Creative activity, Yell/sing or cheer, Worship, Visit Awesome places. These activities rebuild batteries and build resilience. Make them happen daily and weekly!  Plan your day off to fully recharge as God intended.

6.
Pull tension out of the tight muscles of the body on an hourly basis through busy days. Every hour (or at Toilet stops) do the “Lion” exercise (squat, pull shoulders down and stretch fingers out, do a silent scream, poke the tongue out, and breath out for at least 8 seconds) for eight seconds, then slowly three shoulder rolls forward and backward, then reverse wrists in front of you for three seconds, then have a big stretch. Learn a relaxation exercise routine. Use the “Lion” in the car, and utilize abdominal breathing whenever seated at the desk.

7.
Dump Frustrations daily. Do not go to bed with a problem on your mind, or you will be woken at 3am with it! Dump onto paper before bed, and cast the cares upon the Lord in prayer, 1 Peter 5:5-10! 

8.
Dinner goes into your fat cells; but you work on breakfast and lunch. So boost the first two meals with protein, mineral and vitamin rich foods and cut back on carbohydrate or fatty foods at night. Take in plenty of fluids between meals. If medication will assist utilize it on your doctor’s advice.

9.
Put time aside for positive relationships. They only work if you are there! Practice good transition rituals on the way home, so you look forward to arriving, and those there look forward to seeing you. Use relaxation exercises on commutes, clothes changes, and wash the day away down the plug hole. Plan an unwind routine at night that works! Do not let anyone (short of a death) disturb your time with family.

10.
Develop a strategic plan for your life that will get you where you need to be, but do so sustainably. Plan to reach the above points!

As soon as you are aware that you are under a really heavy stress load, go to your doctor and/or see an experienced counsellor, as an individualized form of the above action plan can then be worked out for you.  A good counselor will also work with your doctor to ensure you get the most appropriate medication possible.   

Medication may play a part in recovery, as the right anti-depressants used in the right dose will speed recovery in some cases, and take the pressure off the Immune System when stress has been there for too long.  If you need the doctors help take it without guilt!  Work as close to natural rhythms as possible. If possible let the sun rise and set on your face; sun exposure at these times sends the right messages to the brain to get either Serotonin or Melatonin working. If there is a medical problem in addition to the stress take good advice here, and if you don't believe you have had the best advice seek a second and third opinion; do not rest until you are as well as you can be!

Remember, if the causes of stress over-load are identified and action taken quickly the symptoms can be sorted out, but if you delay you store up unnecessary problems for yourself.  If the work place is "toxic", due to dangerous or abusive management practices, then all the stress management in the world will not help you survive.   The lists below are used to audit combat situations in the Armed Forces to identify management issues that will affect the survivability of the unit.    Test your own management, and ask yourself of each pressure environment you find yourself in; do I (or my team) feel that we are:

1.
Winning or advancing in the task before us,

2.
Have good communications with those above and know what is going on, and believe the task is achievable.

3.
Personally physically fit.

4.
Eating well and have plenty of good water to drink.

5.
Comfortable in our situation, content with our conditions.

6.
In good health generally.

7.
Sleeping well each night and feeling rested, refreshed.

8.
Confident of those around us, and enjoy working/living with them.

9.
In control of all details/training that enable us to do the job.

10.     
Well supported, so that we feel we can get on with, and do our job.

Anything that we can do in our work area to create, encourage, foster these things will build morale, enthusiasm and therefore productivity in the job area. These actions will take pressure off us also.   The next list involves the things that in combat situations have been found to lower morale and performance. They are the morale eroders and productivity destroyers: they are the indicators of a "toxic" environment that you may have to escape from, or transform.

1.
Defending themselves, not advancing in the task, because distracted by "politics".

2.
Feeling isolated, not knowing what's going on, overwhelmed by work load.

3.
Being unfit and fatigued.

4.
Poor diet, water.

5.
Discomfort.

6.
On the receiving end of things they cannot, understand, control.

7.
Sickness.

8.
Lack of quality sleep.

9.
Sporadic, unpredictable stressors, lack of strategic planning.

10.    
No support staff, so they "have to do everything", and get distracted from task.

The more of these factors that our work place (or home) contains the worse off the people in the environment will be and the lower their performance and satisfaction.  
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Challenging Non-Christian follow up reading:-

Jim Collins 
“Good To Great”

Michael Watkins
“The First 90 Days”

Chin Ning Chu
“Thick Face – Black Heart”

Viktor Frankl
“Man’s Search For Meaning”

Miyamoto Musashi   “The Book of Five Rings” 
THE LAURA MITCHELL METHOD OF PHYSIOLOGICAL RELAXATION

Do each exercise twice very slowly, counting for four seconds as tension is exerted in the muscles. Can be done, sitting in a chair, standing, or lying in bed.

1.
Pull your shoulders down towards your feet. Hold tension for four seconds and then release.

2.
Move your elbows away from your side, let them fall and relax.

3.
Stretch your fingers wide apart.

4.
Tighten buttock muscles so that the knees go outwards.

5.
Ensure the legs are not straight. Open (60 degree) angle behind 
knee

6.
Point the toes, then release. Wiggle toes to and fro to ensure no 
cramping occurs.

7.
Push yourself into the support. Release.

8.
Push your head into the headrest (or cupped hands).

9.
Breath using the diaphragm. Push tummy out as you breathe in. Four seconds in and hold for four seconds then breathe out for four seconds. Do four times.

10.
Drag the jaw downwards;  silent scream.

11.
Press the tongue down in the mouth, or poke out and silent scream.

12.
Close the eyes lightly and look through the eye lids at the red/black colour and count to four slowly. Repeat.

13.
Keep eyes closed. Run fingers hard over scalp from front to back. With this sensation, imagine a smoothing waves going from front to back of the head.

14.
With eyes still closed imagine a calm place and put yourself in a deck chair in the scene. Meditate on that scene.

SHORT VERSION; the “Lion” in yoga, or the physiological aspect of the Haka in the South Pacific.

Remember that you should never drive away in a car after work without doing this sort of exercise first to ensure that neck/jaw tension is not creating tunnel vision for you.

©
JOHN C MCEWAN

14 August 2004

COGNITIVE BEHAVIOURAL TOOL (CBT) FOR THOUGHT STOPPING

When an annoying person or action occurs we can allow them or it to “rent space in our head” and not be paying for it, except in misery to ourselves!!!

This simple CBT technique below may assist you to plan to deal with a specific problem that really irritates you; for example, “crazy” drivers on the road, an annoying colleague/manager, or a dysfunctional neighbour. 

Now of course we don’t have any problems ourselves do we!!!!  The good news is, this tool can be used to deal with our own annoying behaviours also, and is a powerful way to stop yourself doing something wrong that childhood software errors may have programmed you to do!  

First identify the situations where you find yourself responding in an unacceptable manner. Write these situations out, identifying the precipitating events, the thoughts you have, the feelings associated, and the things you then say or do that make you ashamed or annoyed. Programmed bad reactions waste time and energy – and bluntly life is just too short to waste such things. Bad responses also hurt the people we love and need to be eliminated before they eliminate our relationships!!!

Once you have your “hit list” of problem situations, ask the following questions of each.

1.
WHAT LABEL CAN I USE TO PUT THE PERSON/SITUATION INTO A FUNNY or PROFESSIONAL BOX?


Find a label for the annoying precipitating event or person. This can be used when the event occurs and it will take the heat of your reaction out of it.  Label the behaviour not yourself!

2.
TELL YOURSELF THE TRUTH.


“The truth is….”  Think of a number of strong truth statements that powerfully express the reason why you will not let a “twit” rent space in your head, but rather you will walk your life path!

3.
TAKE ANY IMMEDIATE ACTION TO REINFORCE THE TRUTH.


Identify any action to immediately take to reinforce your true path in life rather than your old reaction which reflected your bad programming from childhood habits.

EXPERIMENT with these steps and test yourself in safe situations.

©
Dr John C McEwan
20 April 2005




BURNOUT QUESTIONNAIRE

FOR EACH OF THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS ASSIGN A NUMBER FROM 0 - 4, AS TO HOW YOU HAVE BEEN FEELING OVER THE LAST WEEK, FROM TODAY.

0 - NEVER TRUE

1 - ONCE IN A WHILE

2 SOMETIMES

3 - FREQUENTLY TRUE

4 - ALWAYS TRUE

...........
1.
I feel tired/ fatigued rather than energetic.

...........
2.
I often feel dissatisfied for no good reason.  

...........
3.
I feel sad for no apparent reason.

...........
4.
I am forgetful (short term memory fails)

...........
5.
I am irritable and bite/snap/snarl at people.

...........
6.
I am withdrawn from others.

...........
7.
I am having trouble sleeping through the night.  Or I am sleeping more but not feeling 


refreshed.

...........
8.
I am getting sick, feeling ill a lot

...........
9.
My attitude towards work is "who gives a toss!"

...........
10.   
I get into conflicts with others at work/ home.

...........
11.   
I am aware that my job performance is not good

...........
12.   
I use alcohol and or drugs to feel better.

...........
13.   
Communicating with others is a strain/tiresome.

...........
14.   
I can't concentrate on tasks as I used to.

...........
15.   
I am easily bored, yet cannot decide what to do.

...........
16.   
I am working harder, but accomplishing less.

...........
17    
I feel frustrated with things in my life.

...........
18.   
I find it hard getting up out of bed and going.


...........
19.   
Social activities have lost their old appeal.

........
20.   
Love shown to others is not worth the effort.

------       TOTAL UP SCORE

00 - 25

You are doing well



26 - 39

Some things to watch

40 - 59

You are getting close


60 - 80     
Burnout territory

This questionnaire is designed to be used on a monthly basis to ensure that "Burnout" is not creeping up on you.

Watch the “3s” and “4s” as they are your signs of danger!

THE STRESS OF ADJUSTING TO CHANGES IN LIFE

EVENTS






SCALE OF IMPACT

Death of partner or child




 

100



Divorce or permanent breakup of long term relationship
  

73



Long term Relationship separation 



  
65




Jail term






  
63



 
Death of close family member



 
  
53


 

Serious personal injury or sickness


  
  
50


 

Marriage or establishing new long term relationship
 
  
47


 

Fired at work or made redundant



  
45
 

 

Relationship conflict




  
  
44


 

Retirement






  
45



 

Change of health of close family member


  
44

Pregnancy






  
40


 


Sexual difficulties





  
39



 

Gain of new family members




  
39


 

Rebuild/extend house while living there


  

39


 

Business or financial readjustments/changes

  
  
39

 


Change in finances





  
38



 

Death of close friend




          

37




Change in type or nature of work



  
36




Change in type or number of arguments with partner
          

35




Mortgage over ones years income (multiply by how many times)
  
31



Bank forecloses on mortgage




  
30


 

Change of responsibilities at work



  
29

 

Son or daughter leaves home




  
29


 

Trouble with "In - Laws" or children


          

29


 

Outstanding personal achievement



  
28


 

Partner begins or stops work



          

26


 

Begin or end schooling or major retraining course
          

26
 


Change of living conditions




  
25


 

Changes of personal habits




  
24 
 


Trouble with boss at work




  
23


 
 

Change of hours or conditions at work


          

20


 

Change of house





          
20



 

Change in schools





  
20



 

Change in religious activities



          

19


 

Change in recreational activities 



  
19




Changes in social activities



          

18


 

Mortgage of less than one years salary


          

17

 


Change in sleeping habits




  
16


 
 Change in number of family get-togethers


  
15

 

Change in eating habits




  

15


 

Going on holiday





  
13



 Christmas






  
12



 

Minor trouble with the Law




  
10


 

   

 IF YOUR TOTAL IS OVER 250 in last 12 months = DANGER TERRITORY




ACTION PLAN CHECK LIST

THINGS TO ENSURE I DO – CHECKLIST

1.
Have I experienced a grief or traumatic incident that requires some action on my part to consciously process?

2.
Is my personal theology robust enough for the challenges I now face, or the stage of life I find myself facing?

3.
What environments recharge me? When will I go to these places?

4.
What do I need to do to take my breaks to relax thru the day, and do I ensure my food/fluid intake is sufficient for my needs?   

Is my Fluid high enough between meals to flush my system (2 Litres a day)?

Breakfast

Micro-breaks

What snacks to eat?

Lunch

3pm low point

Small Dinner

5.
When, Where, What and How, for each of the Endorphin boosters?

Sun exposure in the winter

Exercise regime

Love shown

Laughter/Tears

Creative activity

Celebrate/cheer/sing

Worship/Awesome places

6.
Exercises for tension release – how and where to use them?

Hourly -  do a big yawn, then three shoulder rolls forward and back, and then put palms together in front of you and link fingers, then press palms away, hold for four seconds, end with another big yawn.

7.
Insomnia audit – Am I getting enough sleep to rest and recharge myself?    Am I getting broken or disturbed sleep that tells me I am over-stressed?

Primary Insomnia
Difficulty getting to sleep

Secondary insomnia
Restless – mid-cycle waking

Tertiary insomnia
Not getting back to sleep

Action – if trouble sleeping – use slow upper body light weight exercises (maximum of 1kg in each hand) to tire you out physically before bed. Tai Chi, Pilates, or Yoga are also helpful.   Do all very slowly and ensure you do them for 20-40 minutes after dinner.

9.
Relationship – Am I spending quality time with my partner and children! What is possible?   What do I need to do to make it happen?

10.
Strategic plan – moving forward to serve the Lord.

Education needs for next step?

Time frame for next step?

Next ministry role/area/place?

11.
KEEPING PEOPLE FROM RENTING SPACE IN OUR HEADS

CBT APPLICATION

TARGETS




LABELS

TRUTH STATEMENTS

DISTRACTION ACTIONS

FINDING OUR CORE VALUES – RECHARGING ACTIVITIES

For each area of life below, identify the activities you are now doing and those you need to start doing to really recharge yourself and be the person God intended you to be.

CREATIVE AREA – WHERE YOU “MAKE” SOMETHING

CULTURAL AREA
- WHERE YOU ENJOY WHAT OTHERS HAVE MADE OR DO

SPIRITUAL – HOW DO YOU EXPRESS YOUR BELIEF SYSTEM? 

INTELLECTUAL – WHAT ARE YOU READING/STUDYING TO ADVANCE YOUR KNOWLEDGE OF ANY AREAS OF INTEREST?

ENVIRONMENT
- WHAT IS YOUR PREFERRED HOME SPACE/OPEN SPACE FOR RECHARGE?

SOCIAL NETWORKS – WHAT NETWORKS ARE IMPORTANT TO YOU?

HEALTH AND FITNESS ACTIVITIES – WHAT IS IN PLACE – WHAT NEEDS TO BE?

PROFESSIONAL ADVANCEMENT – WHAT IS YOUR TRACK?

SEXUAL RELATIONSHIP – WORKING OR WHAT PLANS TO CHANGE THINGS?

FAMILY – HOW IS IT WORKING FOR RECHARGE/SATISFACTION?

(From the above points, what are “core values” that cannot be compromised, and what are areas that can be, or need to be changed? What do you need to make time for to really be yourself?)

