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Anyone can struggle with depression, anxiety, and other mood disorders. But anyone can manage these disorders if given the correct tools. 
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    To my husband. 
Thanks for believing I could write and book and for being my such a cheerleader all the way.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Be anxious (depressed) for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication, with thanksgiving, make your requests known to God, and the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus." Philppian  3:6 & 7 (parenthesis mine.)
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When I was a little girl, I wouldn't have been surprised if someone told me I would someday write a book. Not because I had any particular leanings in that direction, but because I’ve always had a good imagination.

As a little girl, I would play in the woods and design rooms from branches and twigs. I would pretend to live happily in my woodsy home because it was the only place I felt at peace. I would spend hours outside, creating a fantasy world where mothers and fathers loved each other and hugged their children a lot.

Words were always important to me. I found, and still find, words fascinating and full of promise. I would make up stories for my children. I once wrote an entire daily vacation Bible school program.

Several years ago, I even started writing a novel about a young Christian woman in the South who is naive and full of wonder until events conspire to change all that. It’s about a devastating fire, a love lost, a love found, and secrets that surprise the reader in the end. I’m still working on that one.

When I finally realized God was whispering in my ear to write a book, I assumed it was the book I had already started. Never assume with God. Anyway, I continued to write that novel, and it was going great until ...

God made it clear that it was not the book He was talking about. So, of course, I started another one. Right?

Apparently, that wasn’t the book He was talking about, either. I liked that one as well. It’s about a young woman who finds a mysterious box in a rest stop bathroom and what the note inside reads. Intriguing, huh?

No, God was making it clear He wanted me to write about the one subject I didn’t want to be in print with my name on it: depression.

As a public speaker, I have addressed this issue with many audiences over the years. I had taught Bible classes. I had been a hospital chaplain and witnessed suffering up close. I’d been there when family members were removed from life support. I had spoken at workshops and retreats, so I was used to being in the public eye, but this was entirely different. This time, my words would live on. They would be in print, where anyone could tear me and my words apart. I wasn’t ready for that.

But I wrote anyway because I could do nothing else. That’s what happens when God gets a grip on us. I started writing on and off. I liked the book, but something just wasn’t right.

After prayer and careful thought, I concluded that the book needed to be in a devotional form. I got back to the writing. COVID-19 hit, and for me, that was a green light.

Everything was on hold anyway, so I pushed through to the end of the book. My eyes burned out of their sockets on some days. But I finished it. And you, dear reader, now have it in your hands.

It’s not a perfect book, and I’m pretty sure not everyone will agree with everything I’ve written. You will probably find some editing mistakes. Guess what? I have learned there is no perfect book, edit-wise. I recently read two books by a famous, award-winning author and found three more! That shouldn’t have made me feel good, but it did. I went through a professional editing service for the first edition and ended up cleaning up their mess. I am not trashing editors; my daughter happens to be one. I just must have gotten the proverbial lemon of a deal. I apologize if it isn’t perfect enough for you.

You also won’t agree with some of my thoughts. I don’t agree with everything other authors write, either. We can learn from those with whom we disagree as much as we can from those with whom we do agree. But just as I do when I read a book, I pray that you will at least read with an open mind.

I have done my homework. The number of books I’ve read over the years about this particular subject is exhausting. I also try to stay abreast of the latest research. I didn’t write this book on a whim or without conducting due diligence. 

I am not a doctor or a mental health professional. Neither was Jesus, and yet He spoke words of encouragement. He spoke honestly. He spoke directly. I have tried to emulate that style throughout this book, knowing, of course, that it pales in significance.

I refer to my own struggles in this book without reservation or apology. I know what depression feels like and looks like. I have witnessed how depression can suck the joy out of life. I have seen it in countless others and know the personal frustration of feeling there was nothing I could do for them.

When I began writing, I had no conscious idea that I had developed tools for managing my depression. I knew I was improving, but I hadn’t connected the dots. Once I realized there were specific coping mechanisms I was using over and over through the years and that they worked, the toolbox came into existence.

The first part of this book is a sixty-day devotional. The second part is the toolbox.

I told myself that if even one person were helped by this book, I would have accomplished what I set out to do. But even before this book went to press, it happened.

I asked someone from a professional online writing group, of which I am a member, to read this book and make a minor edit. We had talked months earlier, and she had been such an encourager. After I sent her the final copy to read, she emailed me to tell me what had happened that day and the month prior. I shared something from the book that hit home for her, and she told me it started her on the road to recovery. As I read her words, I teared up. I couldn’t believe God used the book before it was even printed.

The point of that story is to encourage you and remind you that we have no idea how we can influence others by what we say or write. Even the most casual remark can make a difference if the Holy Spirit is behind it. Don’t ever underestimate how God is working in the strangest ways at times and at the oddest times.

Do I have trouble with depression or anxiety now? It would be less than honest to say I don’t. Anxiety has reared its nasty head this past year due to the COVID-19 virus, politics, my health, and this book. For one brief period, I did go back on the most minor dose of an antidepressant to get me over the hump. (The doctor said it wasn’t even a therapeutic dose, so who knows.) But at no time over the past twenty-plus years have I struggled with a case of clinical depression. I have limped along more than once, but haven’t fallen. God has kept my feet on solid ground.

I could write another book about all the circumstances, scriptures, prayers, and people who came together and inspired the words in this book.

Don’t give up. True clinical depression can be a distant memory for you, just like it is for me.

God bless.

You can let me know your thoughts at goodthoughtsgoodlives.com.
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INTRODUCTION TO DEPRESSION
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Depression can be likened to a terrifying roller-coaster ride with so many twists, turns, and upside-downs that you can’t wait to get off. And you certainly don’t ever want to take that particular ride again.

I wrote this book for anyone who’s taken on this ride or knows someone who has. It is for those who have suffered or are currently suffering from mild to moderate depression, with or without anxiety. It is applicable for low moods in general—those weeks where you aren’t really depressed, but you’re not exactly feeling good either.

If you’d rather dive straight into the daily devotional, feel free to skip ahead to Day 1 — you can always circle back here later.

It will help anyone currently being treated by a medical professional for mood disorders. Do not change any treatment plans without consulting your doctor, and please feel free to share this book with them.

While this book does not address severe cases of depression or other extreme forms of mental illness, it can improve mild to moderate depression, anxiety, and low moods in general. It will contribute constructively to overall good mental health. Most of us can afford to see some improvement in that area of our lives.

Depression has been likened to a prison. Dorothy Rowe, in her classic book Depression, uses that word and imagery liberally. She makes the point, and I wholeheartedly agree, that it doesn’t matter how we end up in our prison; the first matter of business is getting out.

I imagine it like this. You are in a prison cell. It’s dark, dank, and frightening. Every once in a while, you see the narrowest sliver of light peek under the door. “That’s not fair,” you mumble. That sliver of light seems cruel because it offers hope when you’re feeling the most hopeless. But you stay huddled in the corner.

But what if, as you sat in that prison cell, you had the keys to open the door the whole time? This devotional shows you where to find the keys to leave your prison. The keys are free. They are simple. They are in your pocket right now.

Anxiety often accompanies depression as well. Both conditions can exist independently and worsen each other. Anxiety almost always has a component of fear and is often accompanied by physical symptoms, such as rapid or shallow breathing, stomach issues, headaches, and other conditions. In most cases, when I use the word depression, you can substitute anxiety. They are often kissing cousins.

My journey with depression/anxiety began in childhood. The details aren’t necessary. Depression became my hiding place when the fear was overwhelming. Later in the book, I will explain this dynamic, and it will make sense.

Everyone has a story. Mine is worse than some but not nearly as bad as others.

You can read this book in whatever order you choose, but I wrote it in a purposefully progressive manner. There is a reason it evolves the way it does, and most people will find it most helpful to start at the beginning.

You may wonder why I chose sixty days as opposed to, say, thirty or ninety.

Think of the story of Goldilocks and the three bears. As you recall, Goldilocks was lost in the woods. She was getting tired and hungry when she spied a cottage. She cautiously checked it out and, after determining it was empty, decided to break in. I never thought about it before, but I guess we could say Ms. Goldilocks was guilty of breaking and entering.

She checked the bowls of porridge still sitting on the table. She spooned up a bit of one, too hot. She dipped her spoon into the second bowl and tasted it, but it was too cold. She spooned up some from the third bowl, which was just right. So, she ate it. (Wouldn’t you think she would have known the occupants were nearby when she tasted the hot porridge? Anyway ...

After she ate, she needed a nap. She checked out the three beds. One was too soft, one was too hard, and one was exactly right.

That’s how I came up with sixty days. Ninety days, when you’re feeling miserable, is way too long. Thirty days is way too short. While depression can ease up in thirty days, it won’t be cured or managed quickly. Sixty days seemed just right. It’s not so long that you give up, and not so short that you wonder why you’re not better already. If you use the tools faithfully, you will see some improvement in those 60 days.

You will probably find that a particular suggestion strikes an immediate responsive chord. Others, not so much. The tips depend on where you are on your journey, how much you know about depression, and, most importantly, how hard you are willing to work.

Some of what I suggest may seem contradictory. That’s because managing depression is often about timing. For example, sometimes it’s good to rest; sometimes it’s good to be active. Sometimes, it’s good to examine things intensely; sometimes it’s not. I will address this seeming conflict.

If one day’s devotion doesn’t seem to apply to you, the day will probably come when it does. While depression is experienced differently by different people, there is a commonality in the symptoms. We don’t experience the symptoms all in the same order, but we will probably experience the major symptoms at some point in our illness.

I want to add that depression caused by grief is another category altogether. While there will come a time during grief when these tools can help, the timing will depend greatly on the person and how they are experiencing their grief. Grief and its timetable are truly unique. But don’t let your grief turn into a clinical depression. Seek the help you need.

I worked hard to escape my prison and have been depression-free for many years. That doesn’t mean, however, that there haven’t been some extended down periods—just nothing that comes close to a diagnosis of clinical depression.

This book is a culmination of much research, Bible study, my postgraduate studies in clinical pastoral education, my role as a hospital chaplain and Bible teacher and research analyst, feedback from various workshops I have conducted, my inspirational speaking engagements for multiple organizations, anecdotal evidence from family and friends, those who follow my blog, and my own struggles while in that prison.  

All the coping tools I suggest I’ve used myself. Everything I’ve written is about following best-practice approaches. While my tools are my creation, the basis for all of them is supported by well-documented, authoritative resources.

Speaking of research, just as I was finishing this book, I took some time for a pumpkin-spiced latte at my local Barnes and Noble. I decided to browse the self-help section. I picked up about a dozen small books. After glancing through them, I knew I wanted to add a few paragraphs that I had not initially planned for this introduction.

Many of the books I looked at used words such as quick, instant, fast, twenty-one days to, one week to, and so on. While these books have a place for addressing transitory low moods and can temporarily boost our spirits, there is no such thing as a quick fix. Depression doesn’t swallow up a person overnight (as much as it feels like it does), and it doesn’t get spewed out overnight, either.

If we could, and these quick-fix authors were correct, we would have the answers to all mental health issues, which would be quick and easy! But these books do contain nuggets of truth, and they can help us adjust to the usual ebb and flow of life. If these books do help you get better right away, you were probably not suffering from clinical depression or general anxiety in the first place.

Can I guarantee success? Of course not, because success depends mainly on the effort one puts forth. But I can’t imagine anyone who truly wants better mental health wouldn’t see improvement with these tools.

For the information in this book to work, it must be carefully read, thoughtfully pondered, and consistently practiced. One approach will work one day but seem less effective the next. But don’t quit just because you run into roadblocks.

Our behaviors, routines, words, and thoughts have become habits. We view the world from our inner lens, which is murky at best. Some things in our lives will have to change. Change takes time and is plain challenging work.

The study of depression has come a long way, and the amount of research has accelerated in just the past few years. We know that serotonin is manufactured in the brain, but 90% of our serotonin supply is found in the digestive system. Now we know that gut health and mental health go hand in hand. Please consult with your doctor if you think you might have digestive issues that are influencing your depression.

Many clinicians and writers have observed that supplements such as fish oil and vitamin D can make a difference. Again, consult with your doctor first.

I recently read a study that depressed people might have different amounts and types of lipids in their blood. They have higher levels of triglycerides but lower levels of omega-3 fatty acids than those without anxiety. The study concluded that anxiety and depression should perhaps be treated differently pharmaceutically. The next research stage will determine whether depression might respond to anti-inflammatory drugs. This is a new study and must be validated through further research. I find it exciting, though.

No one needs to suffer years and years of depression. No one needs to suffer years of anxiety. While some depression is treatment-resistant, most depression and anxiety flare-ups can be managed and possibly cured. But it isn’t easy.

It requires looking at your life and examining what you might be doing or not doing that is making your depression worse. We contribute to our own mental health, or lack thereof, in many ways. At the very least, we get in the way of our recovery. Those ways will be discussed throughout this book.

This book will not address the several types of medication. Whether you should take them or not is between you and your doctor. Just remember, there is no shame in taking medication for a while, just like there is no shame if you must always take something. And don’t pride yourself if you never have to take medication at all. It’s not a contest. Each of us has a unique history and personality, which makes a difference in how we heal.

There is hope.

There is a way to break free from your prison. Our fluctuating moods don’t have to be in control.

I am no stronger, braver, or more intelligent than anyone else. I was reading my Bible. I was praying. I was an active member of a church. I had a loving and understanding husband, great children, and good friends. And yet depression had me in its prison for many years.

But I am free now. I take a step back now and then, but I use these tools, and soon, I’m right back on track.

It is impossible to cover every facet of depression/anxiety and low moods in one small devotional. When you feel better, I hope you will read some of the books I suggest on my blog, faithsighanddiy.com, as it is good to know your enemy. And make no mistake, depression is your enemy.

I am acutely aware that we all live quite different lives. Our income and educational levels are varied. Some people have a strong support system. Some people live alone; some are married. People have different faiths, but know this: depression is an equal opportunity employer. Depression can strike anyone from any walk of life—rich or poor, educated or not, Christian or not, from any ethnic background.

And yet depression feels much the same to its victims, and the way out is pretty much the same.

So, when you read this book, remember the advice must be adapted and used within the parameters of your unique circumstances. When I suggest, for example, getting out of bed in the morning and making your bed, but you work a second or third shift, you would modify that to read, "get out of bed and make up your bed as soon as you wake up, no matter what time of day."

These simple steps work. Any book you pick up, any mental health professional you talk to, all suggest the same basic techniques because they have worked for millions of people. Again, depression, though complex, responds to simple, commonsense approaches.

Imagine going to the doctor, for example, complaining of back pain every time you pick up anything over 20 pounds. Their advice? “Quit picking up anything that weighs more than twenty pounds.” In other words, if it hurts, don’t do it—commonsense, practical advice.

Regarding depression, it might be, “I feel anxious when I do so-and-so.” Advice? “Limit the so-and-sos.”

As you read this book and think, “These ideas sound too simple for how bad I feel,” try them anyway. Every constructive step you take paves the way for the next one. After a while, those steps become a clear path to your journey’s end.

This book will suggest that there are causes for your depression and that you can know what they are. This is true most of the time. But there are those times when depression seems to strike without warning.

Some researchers and doctors believe there is always a cause, and if you carefully examine your recent thoughts, actions, and circumstances, you will find it. Other mental health professionals say otherwise. They will suggest, although no one knows for sure, that depression can strike like any other illness without warning. These are the professionals who generally take the view that a chemical imbalance always causes depression. You don’t have a cold one day, and you do the next. The flu strikes suddenly—that kind of thing.

So, where does the answer lie?

As stated earlier, no one knows everything about depression/anxiety and its causes. There is no one-size-fits-all approach. Studies have indeed shown a chemical imbalance in the brains of those who are depressed, but there is no research that states which came first, the chemical imbalance or the depression. It could very well be that depression causes the imbalance. That imbalance must still be addressed through medication, counseling, behavior modification, or a combination of all three.

Again, the mind-body connection is a relatively new science, and there is much to learn, but most professionals agree there is a significant
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