‘Tis the Season… to be Stressed Out!

The jingling of bells many of us hear at this time of year isn't coming from a mythical sleigh being pulled across the sky by reindeer. It's more likely to be the jangling of our frazzled nerves!
 

The cost of the Christmas season isn't only tallied up on credit card dockets; it costs us time, patience, and peace of mind.

 

"Peace on earth and goodwill to all ..."? Puh-lease!

 

It can be a season of great stress. Think of the host of stressful situations the season brings with it:

 Christmas parties

 Shopping

 A houseful of sometimes unwanted visitors

 Spending day after day with family members who are normally at work or school all day

 Having relatives staying over

 The change from a work routine to holidays

One frequently-used stress scale (see box on page 9) suggests that the combination of situations that occur at this season of the year may add up to a more stressful experience than losing your job!

 

Once upon a time only engineers worried about stress.

 

And they didn't suffer from it, their buildings and roads did. Their job was to make sure their constructions could withstand anticipated stresses. Today that engineering principle seems like such a good idea that a whole industry has been developed to help us "stress engineer" our lives.

 

We have stress counselling, stress leave, stress consultants, stress management, stress release techniques and stress seminars. It's a serious business.

 

Some estimates suggest that stress is the underlying cause of up to 80 percent of visits to doctors. One doctor on the Internet offers a list of 70 stress-related diseases: from angina to vascular headaches and everything in between.

 

So who gave us all this stress?

 

The “invention” of stress

 

Probably a man called Dr. Hans Seelye should take some of the blame. He "invented" the word in the 1930s and coined its most popular definition: "the non-specific response of the body to any demand made upon it."

 

Those "demands" may be anything that requires the body to respond, react or adapt: a threat, an opportunity, a change, a surprise. Stress can be good: good stress is called "eustress"; and stress can be bad: bad stress is called "distress".

 

One of the most common misunderstandings about stress, according to doctor and author John Tickell, is that stress is "out there".

 

"There is no stress out there to be under, because stress is in here," he explains in his book A Passion for Living (Formbuilt, 1992). "Stress is an internal phenomenon. What's out there is called pressure. If you put the same pressure in front of six people, how come you get six different stress responses? Because of individual choices. Same pressure--different responses."

 

Pressure and our response to it--two of the critical elements of the stress equation.

 

The pressures we face in our lives--the "stressors"--are usually external events, situations or environments, but there are also internal or self-induced pressures that can compound those events. We've all heard the saying, "You're putting too much pressure on yourself."

 

Consider these "internal stressors":

 

 Some lifestyle choices put pressure on our bodies and minds: poor diet, lack of sleep, taking on too many responsibilities, not exercising.

 How we think about ourselves: telling ourselves we're no good, presuming failure or inability, comparing ourselves negatively to others, focusing on shortcomings.

 Unrealistic expectations: perfectionism and always trying to please others are two common types.

 

Now consider these "external stressors":

 

 People: aggressive or hostile words and behaviours toward us (or others), not meeting our expectations, being unpredictable.

 Environment: noise, lack of personal space,  pollution.

 Life events: death of loved one, change in finances, change in or loss of job, marriage, divorce, separation, child leaving home, problems at school or work, birth of child, relocation.

 Minor irritants: changes in schedule, running out of milk, spilling coffee, losing glasses, appliance failure, missed TV show.

 

In each of these types of situations the stress event--whether internally or externally generated--produces an involuntary  response in our bodies, as Dr. Selye noted.

 

The stress reaction is simply the body's way of protecting itself from real or perceived impact. This response includes the adrenal glands producing the hormones adrenaline and noradrenalin which are released into the bloodstream. This "adrenalin rush" stimulates the heartbeat and raises blood pressure. The liver releases sugars to make more energy available and breathing quickens. Our senses are heightened and we are mentally on "high alert".

 

"Just as a racing engine will eventually rattle apart if it is constantly revved up and never maintained or allowed to rest, the human body and mind will inevitably rattle apart if placed under constant, intense stress," says The Complete Life Encyclopaedia (Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1995). This is where we get "stress-related illnesses" from; things like ulcers, high blood pressure and skin irritations.

 

Given that the body's responses are a preparation for action--the old "fight or flight" syndrome--Dr. Selye recommended giving the body an outlet for that energy. Going for  walk, a run, even punching a boxing bag can release the energy the body has fired up inside. The alternative--keeping the energy bottled up--is what can lead to illness (see boxes).

 

Of course, the ways in which we respond vary--and can be controlled, adapted and developed--depending upon the impact of factors including how informed we are about the situation we're facing and what if any previous experience we've had with it, the support network we have about us (and how well equipped they are to help us deal with the situation), and how much personal control we feel we have in the situation.

 

"Life is 10 percent what happens to us and 90 percent how we respond to it," wrote Richard Koole, Outsmarting Stress: Biblical principles for handling life's pressures (Kregel Publications, 1993).

 

We need to develop:
 Awareness

Acknowledging the reality of the stressors in our lives is an important first step in managing lifestyles that are increasingly taking their toll on our physical, emotional, mental and spiritual health. Once we can admit that there are situations and circumstances that are putting pressure on us we need:

 

 Appropriate Planned Responses

"Next time this situation arises, I'm going to ...." It's a simple way of asserting at least some control and limiting the "hyped-up" physical and emotional response to the situation. "People who feel in control of life can withstand an enormous amount of change and thrive on it," wrote Dr. Joan Borysenko in Minding the Body, Mending the Mind (Addison-Wesley Publishing Co., Inc., 1987). "People who feel helpless can hardly cope at all."

 

 A Support Network

 

This can be hard to do in a transient, busy society. And it can be dangerous to assume such networks are in place. Are you part of someone else's? A healthy support network should probably include:

 

 Family, Friends, Faith

 

Family, friends and faith. Too often the first two bring unintended and unwanted stress at this season of the year. But faith can make the difference, because faith in the person who came into our world as that little baby in the manger in Bethlehem 2,000 years ago really does show the way to "peace on earth and goodwill to all."
 

