Take This Job and Love It #11

“Surviving the Stress Mess”

Luke 10:38-42

You’ve been there before: rapid heartbeat and breathing, headache, stiff neck and shoulders, sweating, cold hands and feet, upset stomach, nausea, or diarrhea.
 Where is this mystery location?  Stress City.


We experience stress in every area of our lives, but much of our stress revolves around our work.  The American Psychological Association reported that a national survey rated money and work as the leading sources of stress in a national survey by.
  Since most people earn their money by their work, work-related stress ranks right up there at the top.

Discovering the Essence of Stress


Stress is usually taken as a negative term.  But as Hans Selye wrote in his groundbreaking work The Stress of Life,

No one can live without experiencing some degree of stress.  You may think that only serious disease or intensive physical or mental injury can cause stress.  This is false.  Crossing a busy intersection, exposure to a draft, or even sheer joy are enough to activate the body’s stress mechanism to some extent.  Stress is not even necessarily bad for you; it is also the spice of life, for any emotion, any activity, causes stress.


This is the essence of stress. Archibald Hart writes that stress can result from anything that:

· annoys you

· threatens you

· prods you

· excites you

· scares you

· worries you

· hurries you

· angers you

· frustrates you

· challenges you

· criticizes you

· reduces your self-esteem.


Not all of that is negative.  Many experts divide stress into two categories: eustress, meaning positive stress that “gets the juices flowing” and enables us to perform necessary duties; and distress, which wears the body down.  It is distress that we will address this morning.

Discerning the Effects of Stress

The stress response of the body is a natural form of arousal.  In moderation it is healthy—even necessary.  But continuous overarousal leads to stress disease—and it doesn’t matter whether this is a consequence of overwork, unhappiness, or plain old-fashioned excitement.  Such long-term overarousal and the excessive flow of those hormones associated with stress will eventually lead to physiological and psychological distress, and the leader among these hormones is adrenaline.
  As Chuck Swindoll notes, “Stress has become a way of life; it is the rule rather than the exception.”

Dr. Hart goes on to write in his book Adrenaline and Stress,

Most of us live with a sense of time urgency, as well as a sense that we must do something more meaningful with our lives.  Because life is so short and opportunities are limited, many of us hurry through life at a frantic pace, with little tolerance for anything that blocks our goals or delays our accomplishments.  We devote little time to spiritual things and we chase ourselves to an early grace by ignoring the effect that “hurry sickness” have on our minds and bodies.


What physical effects does prolonged stress have?
At first, the body triggers its “fight or flight” mechanisms when undergoing stress.  The heart rate increases, breathing changes, and non-essential body functions like digestion and sexual response are shut down.  When under stress for a prolonged period, the immune system is weakened and these characteristics of “fight or flight” can cause serious health problems.  Stress can worsen preexisting conditions including hypertension, cardiovascular disease, migraines, and chronic pain disorders.  Prolonged stress slows down the healing process.
  Stress can create gastric problems, including ulcers caused by excessive acid in stomach.  Stress can reduce ability to rest and creates poor eating habits.  Constant stress works on humans like an elastic band that is extended over time: It loses elasticity and snaps.
  


Stress can come from imaginary as well as authentic sources.  The threatening or challenging events don’t have to take place or be real. Often it is simply enough to imagine them. The stress response cannot tell the difference between real and imagined threats; it responds the same way to both sets of stimuli.
  When we factor in the statistic that 92% of what we worry about never come true, the sources of stress seem endless!


Psychologist Susan Seliger offers insight into how a job that is not right for us causes damaging stress:
The source of chronic stress can be found not so much in what we do each day but how we feel about it. Police officers, for example, complain that they experience more stress han​dling boring paperwork than they do while making arrests or responding to crimes in progress. They were trained to act, not sit and write, and that is what they feel competent doing. If we sense that we are not entirely in control of our lives, and every little move makes us anxious or dissatisfied and sends out a stress alarm, then we are never allowing ourselves the chance to say “Whew” and recuperate. It’s the buildup of small but constant stress responses, not the occasional big ones, that inflicts the most bodily harm.
 

Stress is a huge problem, then, particularly on the job.  Anything—pleasant or unpleasant—that arouses the adrenaline system for too long predisposes one for stress disease.  The body simply adapts to living in a constant state of emergency—and feels no discomfort until damaging results occur.
  Hart concludes,

The time is rapidly approaching, if it hasn’t already arrived, when we will be dying less and less from infections and invasive diseases—but more often from the ravaging effects of too much stress.


Stress really is a silent killer.

Disarming the Erosion of Stress


For the Christian, we ought to ask the question, “Did God intend for us to live this way?”  Turn to Psalm 127:1-2, where Solomon writes,

Unless the Lord builds the house, its builders labor in vain. Unless the Lord watches over the city, the watchmen stand guard in vain.  In vain you rise early and stay up late, toiling for food to eat—for he grants sleep to those he loves. 

Solomon goes on to write in Proverbs 3:5-6, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not lean on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He will make your paths straight.” Chuck Swindoll provides “The Swindoll Amplified Version” of this text this way:

Throw yourself completely upon the Lord—that is, cast all your present and future needs on Him who is your intimate Savior-God…finding in Him your security and safety. Do this with all your mind and feeling and will. In order to make this possible, you must refuse to support yourself upon the crutch of human ingenuity. Instead, recognize His presence and concern in each one of your circumstances. Then He (having taken full control of the situation) will thoroughly smooth out and straighten your paths, removing each obstacle along the way.


Jesus taught in Matthew 6:25-34,

Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes? Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they? Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life? 

And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow. They do not labor or spin. Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these. If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith? So do not worry, saying, “What shall we eat?” or “What shall we drink?” or “What shall we wear?” For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own. 


Jesus didn’t just talk the talk; He walked the walk.  The life of Jesus was a prototype of calmness and composure—the very opposite of what most of us experience in our hassled and hurried existence. The life of Jesus was a model of unhurriedness and balanced priorities.


“Well, that’s fine for Him,” someone might object, “He is the Son of God, after all!  How can I live up to that?”


Let’s turn to a very human situation in the tenth chapter of Luke’s gospel.  We pick up the narrative in verse 38,

Now as they were traveling along, He entered a certain village; and a woman named Martha welcomed Him into her home. And she had a sister called Mary, who moreover was listening to the Lord’s word, seated at His feet.
But Martha was distracted with all her preparations; and she came up to Him, and said, “Lord, do You not care that my sister has left me to do all the serving alone? Then tell her to help me.”

But the Lord answered and said to her, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and bothered about so many things; but only a few things are necessary, really only one, for Mary has chosen the good part, which shall not be taken away from her” (Luke 10:38-42).

Martha and Mary welcomed Jesus and His disciples into their home.  Martha busied herself with the work of hosting while Mary sat at the feet of Jesus.  Was Martha’s activity wrong?  Certainly not!  The problem centers on the word “distracted” or “worried.”  Swindoll comments,

The term Dr. Luke uses for “worried” means “to be pulled in different directions.” The root verb in Greek means “to divide into parts.” Martha was being pulled apart from within. Her stress was caused by this internal tearing. The word “bothered” suggests originally the idea of “noise, tumult, trouble.” She was agitated, ripped apart in turmoil.


She was stressed out!  Her main problem was one of priority and focus.  She allowed good things to get in the way of better things.  She was working when she should have been worshiping (as Mary was).  Because her priority was off of where it should have been, Martha’s focus was divided among several legitimate issues.  She was trying to do too much by herself at the wrong time.


Hart adds, “In the final analysis, good stress management is as much a matter of spirituality as it is of self-discipline or mastery over our bodies.”
  Paul provides a formula for disarming the erosion of stress in Philippians 4:6-7,

Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 


To stop reading after six words—“Do not be anxious [or worry] about anything”—we would set ourselves an impossible standard.  We cannot simply turn off our emotions with a switch.  The only way to change the way we feel is to change the way we think and act and then let the emotions follow.  The way to counteract worry is found in the rest of verse six: Present our requests to God by prayer and petition with thanksgiving.  I think we skip that part, but as I was reminded a short time ago, we need to thank God in advance for what He will do, trusting that He will only do what is best for us.


This will not change our emotions immediately—we may still have to deal with feelings of anxiety and stress—but the longer we choose to act based on what we know rather than on what we feel, we will eventually conquer anxiety.


On the job, we can take specific steps to disarm the erosion of stress as described by Stanley Baldwin,

· Work to the glory of God (Col 3:23-24)

· Lighten up (Mat 11:28-30)

· Leave work at work, find time and opportunity to rest (Exo 20:9-10)

· Work efficiently without hurrying

· Count the cost-effectiveness of stressed job performance

· Seek diversions

· Lean on God (1Pe 5:7; Php 4:6-7; Isa 23:3)

· Learn relaxation techniques on the job and after work is over.

In his book Stress Without Dis​tress, Selye says, in essence, that fulfilling work involves a pos​itive kind of stress: “Successful activity, no matter how intense, leaves you with comparatively few such scars.... On the con​trary, it provides you with the exhilarating feeling of youthful strength, even at a very advanced age. Work wears you out mainly through the frustration of failure.”

In other words, you need to work at a job that is right for you. In Selye’s words, you should “select an environment... which is in line with your innate preferences—to find an activity which you like and respect. Only thus can you eliminate the need for frustrating constant readaptation that is the major cause of dis​tress.”

To put it another way, if you want to avoid a lot of damaging stress, you must take this job and love it. That is not just a clever title. It is a prescription for health, long life and happiness.
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