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Dealing and Handling  Stress in our Modern Age.
Introduction:
“Humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of God, that in due time he may exalt you. Cast all your anxieties on him, for he cares about you. Be sober, be watchful. Your adversary, the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking some one to devour. Resist him, firm in your faith, knowing that the same experience of suffering is required of your brotherhood throughout the world. And after you have suffered a little while, the God of all grace, who has called you to his eternal glory in Christ, will himself restore,  establish, and strengthen you. To him be the [glory and] dominion for ever and ever. Amen.” (1 Peter 5: 6-11).
I think this scripture can be both a  guide and inspiration  for us in our battles with  the stressors involved in living, working, recreating, studying, worshipping, dealing with our inner wounds, growing  and developing in virtue. (2 Peter 1:5-7)
Self Care – A Template For Maintaining Well Being.

We all have basic needs which I have categorized as physical, psychological, spiritual, social, intellectual, and emotional. Of course there are other needs which may be more pressing in certain circumstances; eg. justice for those wrongly imprisoned, charity, resources and adequate medical care for the psychiatrically ill, and mercy for asylum seekers. However, for our purposes within the Courage network I will deal  with what might be experienced as the more  common stressors in our  Australian life. Then I shall suggest a wholistic way forward incorporating and  integrating  within the Template of Well-Being  various scriptural insights. 
The General Adaptation Sydrome:

If we do not experience stress, we are not alive. It seems that  we do need stressors  to get us going. Hans Selye the Canadian scientist, called it “Eustress” leading to the ‘General Adaptation Syndrome’ = GAS.  We need to adapt shrewdly  to our surrounding circumstances in order to make the most of our situations. A stressful situation can be broken down into  external events, cognitive processes (thinking), behavioural reactions, emotionality, and bodily responses. These stressful situations are often brought on by the demands made upon us by relationships & transactions, job tasks, social pressures & challenges, physical and psychological  factors. The body reacts  in various ways, consequentially  the  General Adaptation Syndrome sets off the alarm reaction,  the reaction stage –homeostasis, and then exhaustion stage.
Symptoms:
 Physical symptoms such as startle, fatigue, pain, tachycardia and immunosuppression may occur leading to insomnia, exhaustion, hypertension neuro-motor disability and infections & viral disease. Emotional symptoms would include anxiety, depression, guilt, anger numbing which would in turn lead to panic, helplessness, shame , rage and apathy. Behavioural symptoms might be the well known fight/flight response, crying, compulsive checking, procrastination, and drug abuse. These symptoms might lead to self-harm, withdrawal, hyperactivity, immobility and addiction. Cognitive symptoms might then include  irrationality, preoccupation, distractibility, poor concentration and hypervigilance leading to negativity, obsession disassociation, amnesia and flashbacks.
Changing your Stressors:
This will involve physiological exercises, identifying distressing thoughts and then challenging their intrusiveness, getting in touch with feelings and changing behaviour. We can do this by being aware of the Template of Well Being check list. 

Physical factors occur when we adopt healthy habits, by learning to relax, using the calming  response, maintaining good fitness and sleeping well. We also need to live in reasonable accommodation and have access to basic resources. Most people in Australia have these, except the very poor, homeless, off shore detained asylum seekers and  the remote area aborigines. Some drug users and homeless live in squalid conditions – such squalidness and filth mean that trying to implement the benefits underpinning  the Template of well being is futile.
Psychological  factors in our life need to be identified and if adversely impacting on us need to be  rectified. If our thought life is causing grief we need to remedy this by challenging it directly.eg. ‘I know I’m anxious ..but I don’t have to exaggerate.’ (Psalm 37:3-5 is applicable here). We check our self-talk for irrational beliefs in what you were thinking,. Eg ‘I will never be able to succeed on the computer, I will always be a dunce!’ We change this to an affirmation.eg. ‘I am currently not the most proficient user of the computer, but give me time and I can master it!’

We can also use other strategies like preparing mentally for difficult situations.eg.  Whenever I went into a locked ward at a psychiatric hospital I steeled myself for a couple of seconds, and this was enough for me to walk confidently and with dignity into the ward. 

While emotionally we need to be in touch with our feelings, we use them for the good, and not let them dictate our behaviours.eg . If we are angry, or indignant that is fair enough, but we need to temper our emotion in order to bring about a principled outcome. Ventilation is important for expressing concerns. If we do not judiciously ventilate, eventually  the emotion builds up and volcanic fall out can occur. All of us require intimacy, not necessarily sexual intimacy. We need affection as well and we can do this by sharing when appropriate in a  heart-to-heart way and enjoying the pleasure of having a confidante and another person who values us and respects us for the person we are.(See Psalm 42:7) Something more pressing in our society and world where there is a profound de-personalization of institutions and people.
Further remedies:
Social outlets are crucial and provide release for pent up emotions, thoughts and personal habits. We all need release from the routine and repetitive. A healthy diversion completely at variance from the normal duties, obligations, responsibilities and functions  provides space and respite. One man I know does the big cross word puzzle weekly. Another man I know has over a thousand LP’s and he listens to them. Such diversion enables us to catch our breath, and readies us for the daily tasks that must be undergone. Belonging to a group is useful too, for we gain knowledge, companionship and have fellowship, bonhomie and camaraderie. 

Integration with the Christian life in the twenty-first century. 

Our world is fast and changing rapidly. How can we as members of the Body of Christ redeem it, and live in it in a wholistic way?.  Having suggested ways of living in this world through the use of our reason, mind and bodies it is now time for a more nuanced look how our  spiritual life builds on this natural foundation. 

Without  a rule of  consistent prayer we are dead! Without a spiritual life we cannot function or gain the strength, purpose, motivation and energy to fit us  for the challenges of the 21st century. I hope we cannot be accused of ‘The sin of prayerlessness’ – a phrase coined  by the great Andrew Murray, a Pentecostal preacher and author, well known in South Africa, one hundred years ago. 

Within  the Template of Well Being the section entitled  Spiritual Needs highlights, the daily need for scripture reading, a spirituality that is life giving, a respect for the uniqueness and diversity of each person’s prayer style and form, and the need for personal space, solitude and an oasis for meeting God the Father, Son and Spirit.
Scriptural Nourishment in  more detail: 
 John 1:14 “And the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us.  We have seen his glory full of grace and truth, this was the glory he had as the Father’s only Son”. In the quest for holiness of life, I find the Incarnation of  Jesus the model for me. In the Incarnate Christ we see “the human face of God and the divine face of man.” (John Paul II in Ecclesia America. N.67. 1999).His human life combined with the divine point the way for us. And in this light we can examine the scriptures to see how they suggest ways and means to deal with the stressors mentioned above. St Paul is prominent in providing a plan for our Christian life. Ephesians 4:1 “I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, beg you to lead a life worthy of the calling to which you have been called,  v.2.with all lowliness and meekness, with patience, forbearing one another in love, v.3 eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace…v.7..But grace was given to each of us according to the measure of Christ’s gift .
By reading the scriptures daily we can develop our own daily mantra  to practice the presence of God throughout the day. A scriptural mantra also allows us to capture each thought for Christ as we tackle worries, anxieties, insults or jibes.  (See St Paul in 2 Corinthians 10.5). Our mind is so powerful. For most of us, things occur in the mind, before we act on them. Let our minds then be renewed as if by a spiritual revolution.(Romans 12:1-2).  Such mental and spiritual warfare allows us to use the power and authority of scripture to turn our thoughts  and hearts to heavenly things, since our life is truly hid with Christ in God. (Colossians 3:1-2). 
Dynamic and life-giving spirituality: 
The regular attendance at the Sacrament of Penance is fundamental for any Christian in today’s world. I know an old Anglican priest who makes a sacramental confession every month in order as he says ‘to wipe the slate clean.’ Being vulnerable or accountable to another person is helpful in matters of the spirit, for an overreliance on individualism within private spirituality has a long and bad history. Seeking a proper place for ones private closet prayer time is important. The place may change from time to time because of changing living circumstances. We sometimes need to experiment to find the right place. 
Within the Catholic Church there is an enormous variety of spiritualities, and I know Courage members and supporters who follow the Franciscan way, the Carmelite way the Opus Dei way, the Charismatic way, the St Vincent de Paul way, just to name a few. I would recommend Courage members and supporters to join one of these groups as well as being a regular participant in a Courage group.  Of course the weekly Mass is the summit of our worship and if we can attend a Mass  during the week as an act of intercession for our brethren within Courage ministries that is a blessing  for all.

Conclusion:  
We handle stress through our bodies in mind, spirit, emotions, will and senses. In order to survive as Christians in the modern world of the 21st century we need to have a wholistic approach to stressors impinging on us. Our body is an instrument of the Lord and the power of God does work through this temple of the Holy Spirit. (1 Corinthians 6: 14-15). We need to love, respect and honour our bodies. The success we have in doing this will be reflected in the wholistic attitude and manner we minister and serve others. We will be able to do this in collaboration with the Spirit of Jesus through His Body, the Church and the People of God whom He has given us for our journey. Alleluia.
NB. If one of  the readers of this article has a major psychiatric illness, consultation with your treating doctor/therapist would be necessary  before implementing the above.

(The usual addresses put here)  

