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Introduction

When you think about the title of this book, Unburdened, I hope and pray you feel a sense of relief and encouragement. Even if you don’t think or speak about your life in terms of being burdened, do you feel you are carrying a heavy load at times—mentally and emotionally? Do you simply feel tired and burned out? Do you find yourself tense and anxious because you have so much to do and so little time to do it? Are you wrestling with a sense of dread or fear because you feel too many situations are beyond your control? Do the minor stresses and the major crises of life cause you to feel that you live under pressure most of the time? Have you taken on responsibilities that aren’t even yours because you think it will be easier to deal with them yourself than to handle them some other way?

If you answered yes to any of these questions, wouldn’t you like to put down the load of stress, concern, false responsibility, fear, and fatigue that seems to grow with each passing day? That’s why I’ve written this book. I can relate to a life that feels stressed and heavy, and I’ll share about that in the following pages—and I wish someone had given me a book like this. It’s a short, easy-to-read, practical guide that offers understanding into stress, along with solutions to help you manage stress instead of allowing stress to manage you. I’ve written it to help you learn to carry life’s burdens with strength and confidence—like a light and easy load—rather than feeling crushed and suffocated under them.

Jesus says in Matthew 11:28–30 (NIV):


Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.



The best way to deal with the burdens and stress of life is to have a growing relationship with Jesus, allowing Him to be not only your Savior but also Lord of your life. This means you ask Him to be involved in every aspect of your life and help you with every situation, including how to manage the pressures and problems that sometimes feel threatening or even overwhelming. In addition to maintaining a vital relationship with Jesus, it’s also important for you to have a basic understanding about stress so you can better recognize it and deal with it. In addition, you may benefit from some practical lessons I have learned on my journey of dealing with stress that I believe will help lighten your load also. I’ll share all of this in the pages to come.

I have personally suffered the negative effects of too many burdens and too much stress, and I am thankful to now live a life of peace and joy. I pray that no matter how weighed down you may feel right now, this book will lead to a life that feels happy and carefree, a life of purpose and fulfillment, and a life you will enjoy every single day.






PART 1
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Dealing with Stress, Burdens, Pressures, and Cares







Chapter 1

You’re Not Alone


The greatest weapon against stress is our ability to choose one thought over another.

William James1



Any time I pick up a book designed to help me deal with a certain situation in my life, I want to be sure the author has a deep understanding of the subject, based on firsthand experience. That’s certainly the case for you in this book. I wish I didn’t have the experience I’ve had with feeling stressed, burdened, and under too much pressure in life, but I do. It’s taken me years to learn to live in an unburdened way, and I’m glad to be able to share with you the lessons that have led me to the peace and freedom I now enjoy. I still feel pressured at times, because stress is something everyone deals with for various reasons throughout life. It comes to me, just as it comes to you. You are not alone in dealing with stress, even if you sometimes feel that you are. The specifics of your life may be different than mine, but the feelings are very similar, perhaps the same.

In the early years of my ministry, I was highly stressed, but I didn’t know it. A number of factors contributed to the pressure I was under: The ministry was growing quickly, which kept me extremely busy; I worked too much; I wasn’t resting, exercising, or getting proper nutrition; I overfilled my calendar because I didn’t want to turn down any invitations to teach or minister; I was still dealing with the emotional repercussions of having been abused by my father throughout my childhood; and in the midst of all the busyness, my husband, Dave, and I were raising four children. And did I mention I was in the midst of the change of life and could not take any hormone therapy because of having had breast cancer? I look back on all of this now and can fully understand why I was stressed out all the time, but amazingly I didn’t recognize the symptoms.

With all the anxiety and frustration and running around that characterized my daily existence, I simply assumed this was how I was supposed to live. Stress became my new normal. Because of my personality and work ethic, I didn’t take the time to slow down and learn to prioritize what I put on my calendar or to care for myself. I had too many plates spinning at once, and I was determined not to let any of them fall. The result of my well-intentioned but stubborn refusal to slow down was physical and emotional exhaustion. My body started breaking down, and I would cry over seemingly minor situations.

Finally, I went to see a doctor. I was sure he could simply give me some medicine to get me back on my feet again so I could continue meeting all the demands I put on myself. I’ll never forget what he told me: “Joyce, your physical and emotional problems are a result of stress. I think you need to make some changes.”

This infuriated me. Stress? I’m not stressed! I told myself. The fact that he would suggest I was stressed out really bothered me. I thought I was too strong to be stressed. And I was convinced I was living according to God’s will and therefore, He wouldn’t let me feel the negative effects of stress. After all, I had dedicated my life to serving God; how could I be suffering from stress? Looking for a different answer, I consulted another doctor, but he told me the same thing. No matter how many appointments I made and how many doctors I talked to, the answer was consistent and firm: “Joyce, you’re stressed out.” The last doctor suggested I see a psychiatrist, and that really made me angry. My mother had suffered with mental illness, and I think in the back of my mind I was convinced that if I admitted I was experiencing stress, I might somehow end up dealing with the same types of problems she had faced.

During this time, information about the harmful effects of stress wasn’t as readily available as it is today. I think this is why I was hesitant to believe how much damage stress was causing in my life. At the time, it was a total shock to me that stress could be the root cause of so many of the issues I was facing.

There I was, serving God and doing what I knew He had called me to do, but I wasn’t really enjoying my life. Rather than celebrating the opportunities God was giving me to teach His Word (what I love to do), stress had me in bondage. I was easily frustrated; I had aches and pains; I didn’t sleep well; I was argumentative—and the list goes on.

But I began to read about stress, and with the Lord’s help, I finally began to see that the doctors were right. Stress was hurting me physically and emotionally. But the Lord also began to show me that stress was hurting me spiritually. I was allowing the external pressures of my life to affect my internal peace and joy. If I didn’t make some major changes, I would never fully enjoy my life.

When I began to trust God with my life, and as I began to really study and understand the impact stress and worry were having on me (spirit, soul, and body), I was amazed at the turnaround that began to take place. A transformation started to unfold in my life as I chose to make God-directed, daily decisions to overcome stress.

No matter what you’re facing—big or small, annoying or terrifying—believe me when I tell you: You don’t have to live an anxious, worried, stressed-out life.

1 







Chapter 2

What’s the Problem?


If you ask what is the single most important key to longevity, I would have to say it is avoiding worry, stress, and tension. And if you didn’t ask me, I’d still have to say it.

George Burns1



Before we go further in this book, I want to make sure you understand some things I did not understand when stress began to cause problems in my life. First, let’s define what stress is. I think we all recognize it when we feel it, but let’s put some words and explanations to those feelings.

Stress in its most basic form is a type of panic. It is a jolt to our nervous system that results from a perceived danger. Every stressful situation we face brought on by our mind or emotions has the same effect on our bodies as a real crisis situation.

I’ve read several descriptions of what happens to the body when it reacts to a stressful situation, and I want to share them briefly because I think it’s important for us to know what’s happening inside of us when we are stressed.

The stressor, whatever it may be, causes an impulse to be sent to the brain. The brain combines emotions with reasoning. With this process, the person reacting to the stressor analyzes the situation. If it is perceived as threatening, the body engages the “fight-or-flight” response.

The nervous system responds in three ways. First, it directly stimulates certain body systems—the heart, muscles, and respiratory system—with electrical impulses to cause a quick increase in heart rate, blood pressure, muscle tension, and respiration.

Second, it signals the adrenal medulla, a part of the adrenal gland, to release the hormones adrenaline and noradrenaline, which alert and prepare the body to take action. This reaction begins a half-minute after the first reaction but lasts ten times as long.

And third, the nervous system stimulates the hypothalamus in the brain to release a chemical that stimulates the pituitary gland. The pituitary gland releases a hormone that causes the adrenal glands to continue releasing adrenaline and noradrenaline and to begin releasing cortisol and corticosterone, which affect metabolism, including the increase of glucose production. This third, prolonged reaction helps maintain the energy needed to respond in a threatening situation. Nearly every system of the body is involved, some more intently than others, in response to the stressor.

Every time we become stressed, overstimulated, or upset, even though we may not realize it, our entire system is gearing up for either fight or flight to defend itself from the perceived threatening or dangerous situation.2

Then when we calm down again, our body comes out of that emergency state and begins functioning normally, as it is supposed to function most of the time. The next time we face a stressful situation or become upset, the whole process starts over. And so it goes, up and down according to our changing mental and emotional states. This is what our bodies go through when we face a perceived crisis. As you can imagine, the effects of excessive stressing and de-stressing can have long-lasting and far-reaching consequences.

So stress, in its most basic form, is a reaction—panic. It’s your body’s way of saying “Something bad has happened; I have to fight or flee.” In times of real danger, the physical and emotional reaction can be a benefit, but most of the things we stress about aren’t real dangers—they’re perceived dangers. What if I lose my job? What if people don’t like me? How am I going to accomplish everything I need to do? These anxieties and hundreds of others just like them trigger your fight-or-flight reflex in an unhealthy, harmful way.

Now that you are beginning to see how stress affects your body, let’s spend the rest of the book thinking about how you, with God’s help, can learn to deal with it effectively so you don’t have to live your life under seemingly constant pressure. God created you for a purpose, and you will find great peace and joy in fulfilling it. I’m not saying you won’t face challenges, but you will also have peace and joy. He has a wonderful plan for your life, and you will enjoy it much more if you can live it without the burdens and problems that come with stress.

2 
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