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    Preface


    When I met with Davi Lago to propose that he write Lighten Up!, I challenged him to share what ancient biblical wisdom has to teach us about emotional balance. At that time, I commented on the severe physical and emotional implications brought about by the coronavirus pandemic. Yet the feeling of emotional exhaustion is not exclusive to the post-pandemic period. Far from it. Fatigue has become a silent but impossible-to-ignore protagonist. The dynamics of today’s society feed and reinforce a constant sense of inadequacy. We are constantly bombarded with visual and auditory stimuli, and becoming disconnected from them can feel like drug withdrawal.


    I shared with Davi that emotionally exhausted young people and adults are crowding clinics in an attempt to rediscover the much-desired balance. Thank God for these health-care professionals who dedicate themselves to helping their patients deal with emotional issues. But we believed that a book written by Davi on the topic of emotional exhaustion would add a pastoral approach from someone accustomed to dealing with young people and adults across Brazil. “Come to me, all of you who are weary and carry heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.” The Master emphasized that his burden is “light” (Matthew 11:28-30).


    Davi accepted the challenge without hesitation. With his usual mastery, he organized the book into ten chapters filled with reflections contextualized for today’s world. It is easy to read yet profound, and can be savored gradually. In it we find the most distilled message of Jesus: we need to learn from the Master, who is gentle and humble in heart, and adopt a new attitude towards daily challenges.


    With Davi’s help, you are likely to identify changes that you need to make in life. Deciding to change is important, and remember that Jesus’s burden is light. Whatever issue you need to deal with, remember that no problem is greater than your God. Davi is one of the greatest talents of his generation. During nearly two decades of pastoral experience, he has faced significant emotional challenges and now shares his insights with you. Our hope is that by the end of reading Lighten Up! you will discover the rest you need to replenish your strength and to neutralize physical or emotional fatigue.


    Renato Fleischner


    Editora Mundo Cristão

  


  
     


    Introduction


    Let my soul be at rest again, for the Lord has been good to me.


    Psalm 116:7

  


  
    The Bible contains countless prayers from people who, though physically and emotionally exhausted, found strength and wisdom in God to move forward. By studying these prayers and the various biblical passages that address themes related to feelings of persistent mental fatigue, we learn at least four elementary lessons.


    First, everyone is subject to emotional, mental, and spiritual afflictions, including Christians. No one is immune to physical and emotional exhaustion. The elderly, adults and “even youths will become weak and tired, and young men will fall in exhaustion” (Isaiah 40:30). Just as the rain falls on the righteous and the unrighteous, so too does extreme fatigue strike the servants of God. The Bible records prayers of emotionally exhausted people, such as Job (Job 3:26), Moses (Numbers 11:15), Naomi (Ruth 1:20), David (Psalm 42:5), Elijah (1 Kings 19:4), Jonah (Jonah 4:3) and Jeremiah (Jeremiah 20:18). The Lord Jesus told his disciples that his “soul is crushed with grief to the point of death” (Matthew 26:38), having prayed to God: “My Father! If it is possible, let this cup of suffering be taken away from me. Yet I want your will to be done, not mine” (Matthew 26:39). Christians are certainly not immune to emotional setbacks, and Christ himself warned that trials and sorrows are part of the journey (John 16:33).


    Second, it is a grave mistake to attribute all emotional and mental afflictions to demonic action, lack of faith, or personal sin. The Bible does acknowledge that Satan can harass and afflict people (Mark 1:23-26), that “it is impossible to please God without faith” (Hebrews 11:6) and that sin causes all kinds of grief, including mental exhaustion (Psalm 31:10). But the causes of the emotional and mental setbacks we face are not limited to these reasons. The Bible reveals that there are several other factors that can drain the human soul, such as lack of wisdom, wrong decisions, catastrophes, persecution, physical illnesses, loss of loved ones, interpersonal conflicts, work overload, social isolation, and many others.


    Third, challenges related to mental health must be treated with spiritual and medical competence and responsibility. Mental health issues are complex, and therefore we must be prudent and responsible from both a spiritual and medical perspective. This means that prayer for healing and Bible study do not negate the importance of seeking help from doctors and healthcare professionals. Jesus acknowledged that sick people need doctors (Matthew 9:12). The evangelist Luke was a physician (Colossians 4:14). Paul advised Timothy on the importance of medical treatment (1 Timothy 5:23). The Bible is full of positive examples of ancient medicinal treatments (Isaiah1:6; Ezekiel 47:12; Jeremiah 8:22). The responsible treatment of emotional exhaustion and other mental health issues should include medical supervision if necessary.


    Fourth, in Christ, there is wisdom, strength, and hope to achieve emotional and spiritual integrity. The Bible is very clear in stating that the greatest of all human problems is sin, human disobedience to the will of God the Creator. Because of sin, human beings are deprived of the glory of God (Romans 3:23) and subject to eternal condemnation (Romans 2:6-12). But the Bible teaches that Jesus Christ died on the cross in the place of sinners, bearing the righteous wrath of God upon Himself. Therefore, in Christ, hope is not a mere wish; it is a reality. He himself invites us: “Come to me, all of you who are weary and carry heavy burdens, and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28). Jesus not only frees us from sin but also teaches us the way to a wiser and more integral life in all its dimensions, including emotions, thoughts, and relationships. The Scriptures literally teach that all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge are hidden in Christ (Colossians 2:3).


    In light of these essential lessons, the purpose of this book is to present a set of practical pastoral guidelines for anyone who wishes to develop emotional, mental, and spiritual integrity.


    Prospective studies have found that elements of Christian faith and practice benefit those with psychotic disorders and depression, increase happiness and resilience, and decrease the risk of substance abuse or suicide. Although teaching that over-spiritualizes or discourages timely interaction with health care and consistent treatment concordance is sometimes harmful, the evidence suggests that Christianity is generally a positive influence on mental health.1


    Thus, I believe that this book can help those facing challenges such as constant sorrow, confused thoughts, and emotional exhaustion, those who want to prevent these issues, and those who want to help others achieve restoration through Christian wisdom.
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    Vent, Lament, and Cry


    With pieces of myself I assemble a bewildered being.


    Manoel de Barros1

  


  
    There are moments when we feel that life’s usual frustrations are starting to accumulate. This is especially true when we make a big mistake or when we go through difficult times, such as the loss of a loved one, the end of a romantic relationship, a disappointment, a social upheaval, a serious illness, or a significant financial loss. In this chapter, we will consider three attitudes recommended in the Scriptures for times when our inner life feels completely crushed. They are: venting, lamenting, and crying.


    To vent is to reveal the doubts, anxieties, and anguish that torment us from within. When we vent, we acknowledge what is troubling us and share it with someone we trust. Venting is expelling the poison that is destroying our emotional well-being. Scientific studies affirm that the practice of venting is essential for emotional regulation, reducing stress, and strengthening the immune system.2 Through venting, the afflicted person can calm their mind, better understand their own emotions, and feel understood and accepted. Without venting, we might either explode or implode emotionally. We explode when we become irritable, aggressive, impatient, and mistreat people who have nothing to do with our problems. We implode when our inner life spirals into sad and bitter thoughts, which can even trigger maladies such as ulcers, insomnia, irritable bowel syndrome, panic disorder, and depression. The Bible explicitly teaches: “Watch out that no poisonous root of bitterness grows up to trouble you, corrupting many” (Hebrews 12:15). Bitterness is compared to a toxic plant that begins to develop roots in our lives.


    How do you allow yourself to vent? The first step is to recognize the ongoing internal pressure. Problems do not disappear if we simply ignore them. There’s no point in lying to ourselves and pretending that everything is fine. In every venting process, we humbly acknowledge, first and foremost, that our inner state is not well. Next, we need to lower our defenses and open our hearts. Some people prefer to write down their thoughts, while others prefer to voice them to someone. The main question is: with whom can we vent?


    There’s a certain relief in saying things out loud, even if it’s just to ourselves. There are people who talk about their problems to pets or even to an object(!). In the 2000 movie Cast Away, the protagonist Chuck Noland, played by Tom Hanks, has been alone and stranded on an island for so long that he starts to vent and talk to a volleyball, which he names Wilson. Wilson’s “performance” in the film was so notable that it received the 2001 Critics’ Choice Award in the curious category of “Best Inanimate Object in a Movie.” With advances in technology, “psychotherapist robots” have even emerged—online chat rooms where distressed people talk to automated attendants and artificial intelligence programs.3


    As the Scriptures indicate, however, confiding in another flesh-and-blood person in whom we trust is of great importance. For example, in Genesis we read that before the creation of woman, Adam felt lonely because there was no one who interacted with him as a human being. God himself stated, “It is not good for the man to be alone” (Genesis 2:18). We find another example at the end of the Third Epistle of John, where the author, after addressing various important instructions to the recipient, states that there were other matters that should be addressed, but not with “pen and ink” (3 John 1:13). There are limits to interactions with non-human entities (such as animals and robots), just as there are limits to human interactions mediated by communication technology. Finding another human being to confide in is very valuable for mental health.


    A significant challenge to overcome is the fear that many people have of exposing their vulnerabilities. This fear is understandable. After all, most people are raised from childhood to hide their weaknesses and not to expose their frailties for fear of being stigmatized, ridiculed, viewed negatively, or disliked. Moreover, in the transition to adulthood, we are taught to respect the feelings and space of others. As we mature, we understand that we should not say everything we think all the time and learn to control our reactions, expressions, and responses. So far, so good. The problem occurs when a person is completely overwhelmed in their inner life and begins to feel the weight of these disproportionate emotional burdens on their own. In these circumstances, we need to acknowledge our distress and seek trustworthy people to confide in. Holding onto grievances can make them seem bigger than they actually are. Joy shared is joy doubled; sorrow shared is sorrow halved.


    Choosing the best person in whom to confide is a key issue. After all, it is not wise to talk about our anxieties whenever we feel like it with just anyone. There are problems that only get worse if we share them with the wrong people. Thus, it is very common for our confidants to be our family members and loved ones: the husband who opens his heart to his wife or the daughter who opens her heart to her mother. It is in these moments that we also comprehend the great value of our friends. A true friend remains when everyone else disappears. Do not confuse those who are “friendly” with those who are true friends. Beware of false friends: “Many will say they are loyal friends, but who can find one who is truly reliable?” (Proverbs 20:6). Be careful not to unnecessarily expose your intimate anxieties to people who only wish to take advantage of you. True friends are those who have proven over time that they care about you, who listen to your complaints without making quick and hasty judgments. When we confide in true friends, we have the opportunity to deepen relationships, for “a friend is always loyal, and a brother is born to help in time of need” (Proverbs 17:17).


    In addition to friends and loved ones, we can also confide in qualified counselors, such as church elders, people of deep faith, and mental health professionals. According to biblical teaching, the church is not merely a backdrop but a vibrant community, a living forum for the deepest issues of life. Thus, Christians are exhorted to “teach and counsel each other” (Colossians 3:16) and “share each other’s burdens” (Galatians 6:2).


    Yet there are situations in which we feel extremely alone. Talking with other people, or even confiding in animals, robots, or inanimate objects does not satisfy us. Throughout the Bible, we find encouragement to bring our troubles to God. The wisdom of the psalmists declares that “God is our refuge and strength, always ready to help in times of trouble” (Psalm 46:1).


    In early 2021, my mother, Esmeralda, was nearly on her deathbed in the intensive care unit of the Felício Rocho Hospital in Belo Horizonte. Infected with COVID-19, she had been on a ventilator for several weeks and was showing no signs of improvement. I was staying at a small hotel across from the hospital and was completely exhausted, unable to sleep properly. My mother was 59 years old at the time, and I was devastated by the prospect of losing her. One night, I read in the Bible Jehoshaphat’s prayer to God in his moment of distress: “We do not know what to do, but we are looking to you for help” (2 Chronicles 20:12). I made Jehoshaphat’s prayer my own. I poured out my heart to God, expressed my anguish, and unburdened all my anxiety. I immediately felt stronger: it was a moment of renewal in my spiritual life. By God’s mercy, my mother’s health was restored, and after 94 days in the hospital, she came home.


    Even so, the difficult situations we face do not always have positive turnarounds. At this point, it is worth emphasizing the importance of lamenting. Lamentation is an act of unequivocal honesty by a person of faith before God, in which they fully express their pain. According to lamentation scholars, biblical lament typically includes four common elements:


    
      	It is directed to God.


      	It presents a complaint.


      	It makes requests for justice.


      	It reaffirms a commitment of faith and hope in God’s promises.4


    


    Unlike grumbling, which is sullen complaining, the Scriptures teach that lamentation is the response of a person who is genuinely faithful to God in the face of great sorrows. Grumbling is merely complaining without faith; lamenting is expressing anguish while maintaining faith in God. Thus, grumbling is biblically treated as a sin, whereas lamentation is considered a blessing.


    The biblical book of Lamentations is instructive in this regard, as it records songs of anguish from God’s people after the devastation of Jerusalem around 586 B.C. Written with stylistic mastery and deep spiritual sensitivity, Lamentations is a poem that leads us to reflect on the place of everything in our lives. For the people of Israel, lamentation incorporated not just words but also actions: “The leaders of beautiful Jerusalem sit on the ground in silence. They are clothed in burlap and throw dust on their heads. The young women of Jerusalem hang their heads in shame” (Lamentations 2:10). Other examples in the Old Testament related to lament include:


    
      	Covering the head (2 Samuel 15:30; Esther 6:12).


      	Beating the breast (Isaiah 32:12-13; Jeremiah 31:19).


      	Wearing mourning garments (Genesis 37:34; 2 Samuel 3:31; Esther 4:1; Job 1:20; Isaiah 37:1; Jeremiah 41:5).


      	Sitting or lying on the ground (2 Samuel 13:31; Job 2:13; Jeremiah 6:26; Lamentations 2:10).


      	Fasting (Judges 20:26; 1 Samuel 31:13; 2 Samuel 1:12; 12:21).


      	Consuming food and drink during mourning (Jeremiah 16:7; Ezekiel 24:17,22; Hosea 9:4).


      	Abstaining from sexual relations (2 Samuel 11:27; 12:22-24).


      	Renouncing the use of cosmetics and oils (2 Samuel 12:20; 14:2; Isaiah 61:3).


      	Chanting laments and funeral songs (2 Samuel 1:17-27; Amos 5:16-17; Malachi 1:8).

    


    It is edifying for us today to learn about these ancient ways of lamenting. After all, people in modern society have created numerous distractions and ways to hide their pain—from others and from themselves. Others have instrumentalized lamentation as a means to promote scandals, attract media attention, and make money. Yet the absence of genuine lament in our lives can be fatal to mental health. It is wise for us to relearn how to lament. The Christian tradition has much to teach in this regard. We, as Christians, understand that in Christ Jesus, God himself entered into human suffering. On the cross, in particular, the Son of God expressed his pain with a psalm of lament: “My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?” (Matthew 27:46; see Psalm 22:1). In this profound identification of God with human suffering, we find comfort, relief, and new hope.
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