L eader ship Qualities: Stress Management

Dr. Kenneth Boa

Richard Swenson, in his book Margin, describes the society in which we live as “troubled.” He
says, “We have more questions than answers, more problems than solutions. Few know where
we are headed, but universdly acknowledge that we are careening dong a breskneck speed.”
He goes on to cite datigtics that say 30 million men in America describe themselves as “stressed
out” The average desk worker in America has 36 hours of work on their desk, and they spend
three hours a week just sorting out the piles. The average middle manager is interrupted 73 times
aday. On average, we spend eight months of our lives opening junk mal. We spend two years
of our lives trying to cal people who are not n, or whose lines are busy. We spend one year
searching for misplaced objects, when the average misplaced object has been moved only 10
inches from its origina place.

More than 18 million Americans are on Prozac. Credit card debt is at the highest leved
ever, with consumer debt currently standing at $1.4 trillion. According to LynNel Hancock, in
1850, the average person dept nine-and-a-hdf hours per night. Now, thanks to dectricity, the
figure is seven hours per night and declining. There are 70 million people with deep disorders,
we live in a society that is “fried by work, frazzled by the lack of time” Hancock quoted one
woman, a mother of four from LaGrange, Illinois “I am so tired, my idea of a vacation is a trip
to the dentist. | just can't wait to St in that chair and rlax.”> When society has reached the
point where people start looking forward to getting their gums scraped and teeth drilled as a

refreshing activity, something has gone terribly, terribly wrong.

! Richard Swenson, Margin (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 1995), p. 22.
2 LynNell Hancock, “ Breaking Point” in Newsweek 6 March 1995; 56-61.



We cary dress around like a badge of honor. This is especidly true among business and
community leaders where the lie is propagated that to be overbooked is to be important. Even
people in vocationd minisry will sometimes say, “I'd rather flame out than rust out” The
problem is, either way, you're out.

Much of the dress in our lives comes as a result of our ingstence on maintaining the
illuson of control. We so desperatdy want to be strong enough to handle the trids and
tribulations of life tha we literdly drive oursdves into the ground rather than admit our
desperate need. Often God dlows us to reach the bresking point for our own good. Only in
those moments of rare clarity that come from bottoming out will we dlow oursdves to admit
how little control we actudly have. In those moments, the only thing we can do is throw
ourselves headlong into the grace of God. In these moments, the pain and suffering actudly
drive usto him.

Rather than something to be avoided at dl costs, these times should be embraced as gifts.
We should thank God for the chance to see our true condition and rid ourselves of the foolish
notion that we are autonomous and independent crestures capable of navigeting through life on
our own.

If your successes and achievements are @mpletely due to your own strength, stress is the
only possible outcome. You can never relax. There can be no Sabbath rest for you. If, however,
God is the ultimate source of every good gift you receive, then you can afford to relax and trust
the outcome of things to him. In other words, we will never receive the diamond of his grace as
long as we re dutching tightly to the things of this world.

In his book Shoulder to Shoulder, Dr. Rodney L. Cooper defines stress as “ The response

of a sympathetic nervous system to a perceived or actud threat.” He adds, “This technicdl



definition probably won't mean much to you. Bascdly it says tha dress is the way our body
responds to perceived or actual danger. Our blood pressure skyrockets and our muscle strength
increases. We're ready to fight or fly. Stress isn't the cause but the effect.”® In essence, stress is
areaction to danger — red or imagined.

Dr. Cooper's definition of stress certainly describes what happened to King Saul after

David hed killed Goliath:

When the men were returning home after David had killed the Philistine,
the women came out from dl the towns of Isad to meet King Saul with
gnging and dancing, with joyful songs and with tambourines and lutes. As
they danced, they sang:

“Saul has dan his thousands,
and David his tens of thousands.”

Saul was very angry; this refran galed him.  “They have credited David
with tens of thousands” he thought, “but me with only thousands. Wha

more can he get but the kingdom? And from that time on Saul kept a
jedlous eye on David.

The next day an evil spirit from God came forcefully upon Saul. He

was prophesying in his house, while David was playing the harp, as he

usudly did. Saul had a spear in his hand and he hurled it, saying to himsdf,

“I'll pin David to thewall.” But David duded him twice.

1 Samud 18:6-11

Sensng that David was a threat to his pogtion, the king's blood pressure skyrocketed, his heart
rate increased and his muscles tightened. Overcome with rage, he hurled a gear a David, who
barely escaped.

In that ingtance, Saul’s response was to a perceived rather than an actual danger. David
hed no intention of overthrowing the king, nor would he have used his new-found popularity to
ease Saul out of power. Saul naturdly assumed that David was like himsdf.  Unfortunately, one
of Saul’s shortcomings as a leader was his inability to ded condructively with his perceptions of

danger. That weakness undermined his menta hedth as well as the sability of his throne.

3 Rodney L. Cooper, Shoulder to Shoulder (Grand Rapids; Zondervan, 1997), pp. 41-42.



In the Univerdty of Life, sress and dfliction are not dective courses, they're a required
pat of the curriculum. Stress is not aways a negative thing; properly managed, it can lead to
development and growth. The issue is not how much pressure you're under in life rather the
issue is how you respond to that pressure. It is never externd circumstances that cause dress, it
is dways our internd response to those externd forces. After dl, we have little, if any, control
over our dtuation. The only thing we can conagently control is our response.  Effective leaders
learn how to manage dress — both their own and that of the team which they lead. They view
dressful Stuations as an opportunity for growth.

Phydcdly spesking, we build oursdves up by intentiondly inducing stress on our
muscles. Why does the corrdation between the physicad and the spiritud so often eude us? We
much prefer to go to a physica gym but abide in a spiritud lounge.  Until we dlow God to take
us to his spiritud gym and intentionaly place us under dress in a controlled environment, we

won't grow into the leaders he designed usto be.

The Suffering (but not Stressed-Out) Servant

Through the incarnation of Jesus Christ, our God experienced dress on a firghand basis. Our
Lord faced dressful circumstances on numerous occasions, but dl of these were minor in
comparison to the stress he endured from Gethsemane to the cross. To what resources did Jesus
turn during this orded? The Bible shows us Chrigt’s reponse to stress and suffering.
The author of Hebrews records:

During the days of Jesus life on earth, he offered up prayers and petitions

with loud cries and tears to the one who could save him from degth, and he

was heard because of his reverent submisson. Although he was a son, he

|earned obedience from what he suffered.
Hebrews 5:7-8



Jesus was able to manage dress with dignity and integrity because he maintained a dear sense of
his Fahe’'s purpose for his life as wdl as a willing submisson to it. On the eve of his
crucifixion he asserted, “Now my heart is troubled, and what shdl | say? ‘Father, save me from
this hour'? No, it was for this very reason that | came to this hour. Father, glorify your namel”
(John 12:27-28). In Gethsemane, his soul was “overwhemed with sorrow to the point of desth”
(Mark 14:34), but he redized that his coming ordeda represented the very purpose for which he
had come.

If we stopped our andlyss of the text there, it might drive us to be thankful that Chrigt
auffered al this for our benefit. But that would be incomplete; there€'s more to be found here.
Chrig not only suffered, he left us an example that we “should follow in his seps” If you live
the Chridian life very long on this plangt, you will join Chrigt in becoming a man of sorrows,
familiar with suffering.  Peter reveds three aspects of Jesus suffering as examples for us to
follow:

To this [endurance of suffering] you were cdled, because Christ suffered
for you, leaving you an example that you should follow in his seps.

“He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth.”

When they hurled their insults a him, he did not retdiate; when he suffered,

he made no threats. Ingtead, he entrusted himsdf to him who judges justly.

He himsdf bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins

and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been heded.

1 Peter 2:21-24

Fird, Jesus suffered sinlesdy; his pain was not the consequence of his own gns but of the sns of
others. There will be enough suffering in this world without adding to it by shooting oursaves in

the foot. Because we live in a fdlen world, we will suffer, but we need not increase our

suffering through our own foolishness,



Second, he suffered silently; instead of shouting threets of vindication or retdiaion, he
entrused himsdf to his Faher's will. The temptation to seek revenge and retdiation for the
things we have suffered can be overwheming, particularly in such a litigious society as ours.
But God says leave vengeance to him (Deuteronomy 32:35). We are caled to love our enemies
and pray for those who persecute us (Matthew 5:44). There is a time to seek judtice, but there is
adso atime to suffer in slence, trusting God to judge justly in the end.

Third, he suffered as a substitute his grief was redemptive and brought great benefit to
others. The things we endure create a life message in us, which we can then use to miniger to
others who are going through smilar dtuaions.  Your suffering is not pointless, it fashions you
more into his image and fits you for more effective minidry. By trying to avoid pan, we tdl
God to take his hands off of us. We're actudly inviting him to love us less, not more. Hisis a
holy love that only seeks what is best for us. His desire is that we become more like Jesus, so we
can minister to others the way he did. In other words, like Christ, we suffer for the benefit of
others. The writer of Hebrews explains:

For this reason he had to be made like his brothers in every way, in order

that he might become a merciful and faithful high pries in service to God,

and that he might make atonement for the sins of the people. Because he

himsdf suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those who ae

being tempted.

Hebrews 2:17-18

All of this is a modd, an example for how we should ded with dsressful Stuations in our own
lives But in order for us to view our trids and difficulties with joy (James 1:2) we must
embrace a growing sense of the Father’s purpose for our lives. This is harder than it looks on the
surface.  Oswad Chambers suggested that most of us never intentionaly renounce God's vison

for our life We smply lose sght of it through neglect. When we come to fath we caich a

glimmer of the sgnificance of our worth to both God and the world around us. We become



disobedient to that vison when we begin to live as though it cannot be obtained*® We rarely
deny the vison outright or argue with God's dream for us. “We lose the vison by spiritud
leskage,” says Chambers?>

We mug dso diligently maintain a willing submisson to his purpose, even when it
caries us in directions we do not wish to go. We mugt mantan an immoveble resolve to stay
the course and persst in the face of discomfort. Francis de Sales wrote of being placed in
specific Stuations like a gatue is placed in a specific place:

He has put uslike agatue in its niche.

When there is added to this smple daying some feding that we belong
completely to God, and ha he is our dl, we must indeed give thanks to his
goodness. If a datue that had been placed in some niche in some room
could speak, and was asked, “Why are you there?’ it would say,

“Because my master has put me here.”

“Why don’t you move?’

“Because he wants me to remain immovable.”

“What use are you there; what do you gain by doing s0?’

“It is not for my profit that | am here; it is to serve and obey the will of
my master.”

“But you do not see him.”

“No, but he sees me, and takes pleasure in seeing me where he has put
me.”

“Would you not like to have movement so that you could go nearer to
him?’

“Certainly not, except when he might command me.”

“Don’'t you want anything e, then?’

“No, for I am where my master has placed me, and his good pleasure is
the unique contentment of my being.”®

This sort of resolve is a matter of trust and perspective. If God redly knows what he's doing,
then wherever we are, if we are waking in obedience to him, is exactly where we are supposed

to be. It would not only be foolish to be somewhere ese, it would be snful. As we become

4 Oswald Chambers, My Utmost for His Highest (Uhrichsville, OH: Barbour & Co., Inc., 1963), from the January 24
reading.

® |bid., March 11.

® Francis de Sales, Thy Will Be Done, trans. Henry Benedict Mackey (Manchester, NH: Sophia Institute Press,
1955), pp. 34-35.



more and more conformed to the image of Christ, we not only submit to his good will, we learn

to submit willingly. Other options lose their gpped as God proves his trustworthiness.

Stress-Free Work

Some people associate work with creativity, productivity, podtive chdlenges, significance, pride
of accomplishment, enjoyable relationships and simulating chalenges. Others associate it with
dreary toil, futility, injusice and joyless mdaise.  Scripture provides mixed signds concerning
the nature and value of work. From one perspective, God's word spesks of work as a vehicle of
expresson and a means (not a source!) of provison that can impart satisfaction and a sense of
accomplishment. God mandated the fulfillment to be found in labor even prior to the tragedy of
the fal: “The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care
of it” (Genesis 2:15). But the Bible dso points out that work can be a source of pain, oppression,
drudgery and unhappiness. Work has been tainted by sinful human nature with its pride, envy,
greed, corruption and tendency toward the exploitation of others. Thus, many people view the
workplace as an arena characterized by continua frustration and unhedlthy sress.
In their book Your Work Matters to God, Doug Sherman and William Hendricks

articulate what God's Word says about our jobs:

Every day, millions of workers go to work without seeing the dightest

connection between what they do al day and wha they think God wants

done in the world. For example, you may sdl insurance, yet you may have

no idea whether or not God wants insurance to be sold. Does sdling

insurance matter to God or not? If not, you are wasting your life.... We

think your work matters deeply to God.... It is not something we do apart

from God, as the secular world would view it. It is not something benesth

God's dignity and concern, as [some Chrigtians view it].... Work is a mgor

pat of human life that God takes very serioudy. It has intringc vaue. It is
inherently worth doing. Through work we serve people, meet our own



needs, meet our family’s needs, earn money to give to others, and through
work we love God.”

Work is not a cursg; it is not part of God's punishment. God himself is a worker. For sSx days
he worked, designing the universe, developing the baance of nature, fashioning the plant and
animd kingdoms. He formed man from the dugt of the eath. When he finished his initid work
of creation, he took a day off, rested and went back to work. Jesus said, “My Father is dways at
hiswork to thisvery day, and | too am working” (John 5:17).

It was not work itsdf that came as a result of sn, but frugtrating and difficult work.
Work may be more dsressful and painful because of the fdl, but God's origind intention for
work was for our benefit — so that we would have a sense of sdf-worth, our relationships would
be enhanced and our physicad needs would be met. Work 4ill meets those needs. Moreover,
God crested us with an emotional need that can only be met by an honest day’s work. Every
person, having been made in the image of the Creator, has a God-given desire to imitate him and
create. We long to accomplish a task, to do something vauable. When we complete a difficult
tak, we fed satifaction and a greater sense of sdf-respect. Ecclesiastes 3:13 tdls us, “That
everyone may eat and drink, and find satisfaction in dl histoil — thisisthe gift of God.”

Eccesastes 2 offers a middle postion that acknowledges both the joys and the
heartaches of work. The Teacher cautions us to avoid both extremes — that of taking work too
serioudy and that of regarding it as a totdly futile endeavor. So from one perspective, “A man
can do nothing better than to eat and drink and find satisfaction in his work” (v. 24). But from
another vantage point, the same Teacher laments that “work...is meaningless, a chasing after the
wind” (v. 17). Putting these pieces together, we can observe that one key to stress management

is a redidic satifaction in work, while avoiding the pitfdl of tumning it into an idol. We should

" Doug Sherman and William Hendricks, Your Work Matters to God (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 1987), pp. 7,
77,87.



hold onto our work with a loose grip, snce our true source of significance and security is in God,
not in our jobs.

Have you ever been so caught up in an enjoyable task that you lose dl track of time? We
usudly think of heaven as a place where we will lie around al day, srumming harps. If you're
in an unrewarding job and succumb to the pressures of sress, that may sound like a good thing
for awhile. But sooner or later, you' d get bored with that and need to do something meaningful.

An even better existence would be to have a task you reve in doing, where you cannot
fal or be frustrated and you never get tired. The Bible describes heaven as a place where we will
be given such work by God. Reveation 22:3 says, “No longer will there be any curse. The
throne of God and the Lamb will be in the city, and his servants will serve him.”  Our work in
heaven will be s0 enjoyable, s0 void of dress, that time will fly. We will never grow weary,

never get bored and never fail.

Turning Stress into Peace

We dl need techniques to manage dress. This need is intringc to the human condition. Hans
Sdye, the great stress researcher, differentiated between helpful, neutrd and debilitating stress®
In Philippians 4:4-9 Paul teaches us how to turn pressure to our advantage. This passage is
essentia reading for any leader under pressure:

Rgoice in the Lord adways. | will say it agan: Regoiced Let your
gentleness be evident to al. The Lord is near. 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 dl
understanding, will guard your hearts and your mindsin Christ Jesus,

Findly, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right,
whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable — if anything is
excdlent or praseworthy — think about such things Whatever you have

8 Hans Selye, The Sress of Life (Columbus, OH: McGraw-Hill, 1978).
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learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me — put it into practice.
And the God of peace will be with you.

Stress is a complex and potentidly dangerous phenomenon.  Managing its effects is the subject
of many publications. The apogtle Paul offered advice not on how to manage negative sress but
how to avoid it dtogether. Before you write off Paul as an idedigtic do-gooder, remember that
his own work generated enormous pressure.  Stress avoidance doesn't mean pressure avoidance.
Paul achieved in his lifetime more than most people dream of accomplishing. And he did s
under congant harassment and powerful oppostion. People lied aout him. He was unjustly
imprisoned (the letter to the Philippians was written from a prison cdl). He was eventudly
executed for his work. Paul certainly knew what pressure was dl about, but he dso knew what
accomplishment was dl about. That's why he is so qudified to help today's leader endure
pressure without being crippled or even killed by the stress that so often accompanies it.  Paul
taught four principlesin this passage:

1. Define perspective.  Only when the pergpective described in Philippians 3:1-4:6 is
adopted does Paul’'s “rgoice” (v. 4) ring true. Our present circumstances must be
contextudized into the bigger story, which is God's Sory.

2. Be gentle (v. 5). A person under the effects of stress islike a car in which the driver has
one foot on the accelerator and the other on the brake. Agan — be gentle.  Gentleness
does not imply becoming a doormat; Christ was gentle without being week. Gentleness
implies having great power under control.

3. Trust God. The words in verses 57 are worth memorizing or printing out and posting on
your desktop or caendar. If there was a machine that could turn anxiety into peece, it
would make its inventor a billionaire. Y et God has given us the recipe for doing just this.

4. Live ehicdly (w. 8-9). How much dress is generated by fear of being found out?
Ethical people experience less dtress.  Being truthful is, in many ways, its own reward. It
makes sense if for no other reason than becauise of its stress-reducing properties.

Stress will inevitably creep in — and, a times, flood in. Read and heed stress management

suggestions. Far more importantly, work through this primer on stress avoidance.
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Jesus was obvioudy a man who endured greet pain and sorrow, yet he had peace in the
midst of it dl. On the night before his crucifixion, he told his disciples tha he had so much
peace that he could afford to give some to them (John 14:27). He had excess joy in spite of the
fact that he was about to endure the greatest crucible of dl (John 15:11). On what should have
been the most dressful night of his life, he demondrates an agtonishing leve of poise and inner
cdm. How was he able to endure such a high levd of pressure? The writer of Hebrews tdls us
it was amatter of his perspective:

Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for
the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down
a the right hand of the throne of God. Consder him who endured such
opposition from snful men, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.
Hebrews 12:2-3
Jesus endured more pressure hian we can imagine, yet he had peace, poise and power — because
he embraced the Father’ s perspective. Amazingly, this is the same perspective he invites usto:
Come to me, dl you who are weary and burdened, and | will give you res.
Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for | am gentle and humble in
heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my
burden islight.
Matthew 11:28-30

Trusting God, submitting to his leadership, diminates stress and brings us rest.

Stress and the “ Facts of Life”

If you're a leader, you may assume that stress is smply an unavoidable component of your job.
Fortunatdly, King David offers some ingght intended to help leaders manage their stress.

The Lord is my shepherd, | shdl not want. He makes me lie down in green
pastures, he leads me beside Hill waters, he restores my soul. He guides me
in paths of righteousness for his name's sske. Even though | wak through
the valey of the shadow of deeth, | will fear no evil, for you are with me;
your rod and your staff, they comfort me. You prepare a table before me in
the presence of my enemies  You anoint my head with oil; my cup

12



oveflows Surdy goodness and mercy will follow me dl the days of my
life, and | will dwdl in the house of the Lord forever.
Psdm 23
Leaders under the immense pressure of identifying and solving problems can quickly reach high
levels of dress. In this psdm, King David — who often faced overwheming pressure — told his
readers where he found his solace and security. This psdm can afford comfort to anyone,
anytime; but we dl find it epecidly relevant while we re under sress.
Fred Smith provides some hdpful advice for leaders who are compelled to manage

gress:

The fird sep toward hedthy dress is to define the problem. The best

definition I've heard of a problem is [that] a problem is something | can do

something about. If | can't do anything about it, it is not my problem. It

doesn't become my problem until | can do something about it. If | can't do

anything about it, it's my fact of life. And | have to congantly be adle to

recognize facts of life, accept them, live with them and not consder them

problems. | can't solve things that can't be solved; therefore | don't spend

time thinking about them.®
Our “facts of lifeé’ are in the Shepherd’s hands. He manages those things. He expects us to
focus our attention on the tasks he has given us to do. Therein we find our legitimate “problems”

When we try to carry both our problems and our facts of life, we increase the pressure and set

ourselves up for debilitating stress.

Stress and Release: A Divine Rhythm

Work is not only a blessng from God, it is dso a command. The firg haf of the fourth
commandment says “Six days you shdl labor and do dl your work” (Exodus 20:9). However,
the second hdf of that commandment is a cdl to rest: “But the seventh day is a Sabbath to the

Lord your God. On it you shdl not do any work...” (Exodus 20:10). Rest is just as much a part

® Fred Smith, “Dissecting Sense from Nonsense: Insights from a Layman,” Leadership Journal, Volume 1(1),
Winter, 1980, p. 105.
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of the creation ordinance as work. Anyone who thinks they do not need to take a sabbath rest
thinks they're better than Jesus. He rested every Sabbath, worshiping God in the synagogue
(Luke 4:16). The God-man himsdf made the Sabbath a priority. He did not obsarve it in a
legdidic sort of way, but he observed it nonetheless.

Rardly does God give us a reason behind his commands. But he does for the fourth
command. He says we are to take a day off from our work because God himsdf did: “For in 9x
days the Lord made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and dl that is in them, but he rested on the
seventh day. Therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy” (Exodus 20:11).
God could have accomplished dl his work a once. It would not have taxed God to cram al six
days worth of cregtion into one day. But God was establishing a paitern for people made in his
imege to fallow — a rhythm of work and rest. God worked and when he found a good stopping
point, he rested. He never burnt out. He never collapsed in a heap on the weekends.

The world seems to be increasingly sress-inducing. In order to manage that stress and
channd it into a hedthy lifestyle, we mug take the offer of God's sdbbath rest serioudy. We
must reclam the perspective that sees God as sovereign and in charge. We must teke al our
anxiety and cast it on him, because he cares for us more than we can imagine (1 Peter 5.7).

Thisisthe pattern of Creation. Work and rest.
Sress and release. Sound and silence.
The string of the violin singsonly if it is taut,
and yet it breaksif it is not loosened between songs.
In His own image, male and female, God created His people.

Let ussharein Hisrest.
Thus we worship and glorify His Holy Name.*°

10 Madeline L’ Engle, “ Sabbath,” Ladder of Angels (New Y ork: HarperCollins Juvenile Books, Reissuie 1988).
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