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  To my children,

    Richmond, Solomon, Bria, and Zara

  [image: Image of the pappus of a dandelion carrying away the dandelion seeds.]

  Thank you for filling my life with wonder.

    I’m continuously in awe of each of you.

    May you always know how deeply loved you are and

    remember that nothing is impossible with God.

    Continue to be the salt and light you’re created to be.

    I love you.







  

    
Introduction



    
      HEY, FRIEND. YOU MAY BE WONDERING if this book is worth your time. So I’m going to tell you why I wrote it and why I believe it’s important for you to read.

      I used to work in the operating room, where stress abounds. From the patient in need of the operation, to the surgeon trusted and tasked with performing the surgical procedure, to the team who works tirelessly to ensure the best possible outcome for the patient.

      But stress isn’t confined to the walls of the operating room. It’s everywhere, and there’s virtually nothing left uncontaminated by it.

      Stress fuels our sleepless nights and exhausted days. It goes to work with us and is waiting with open arms on our commutes and in our homes. Stress infiltrates our relationships, with God, ourselves, and others. And it doesn’t care at all about our hopes, dreams, aspirations, or mission. Stress seeks to kill, steal, and destroy, separating us from the truth, distracting us from the present, and making the peace available to us seem out of reach.

      So how do you stop stress in a world filled with chaos and dis-ease, a world that has become dismissive about how you’re created and seems to champion the very stress you war against each day?

      You start by reminding yourself that you are not of the world, nor do you belong to it, and you redirect your attention to the truth that there’s another way of being in this world. A better, divinely knit-together way of existing that amplifies your power, your potential, and God’s promises for your life. Then you get radical!

      In health care, to have a radical procedure means to remove the disease, its root, and all of the surrounding tissue that’s diseased or potentially diseased. This application of radical means you’re severing stress, the roots of your stress, and everything surrounding you that’s causing you stress.

      This isn’t a form of punishment, nor is it meant to make you destroy relationships or hastily quit your job. This involves a thorough, strategically mapped-out plan to ensure your healing and longevity, with the intention of cutting off stress and its harmful effects so that you can be present to carry out your divine assignments in this world.

      My friend, this book isn’t filled with quick fixes for your stress. It’s a guide toward lifelong transformation. A body of work designed to encourage and support you, while challenging you to expand your way of thinking, living, and being.

      This book is an invitation to reorient to how you’re designed, become rooted in healing, rest in your radical nature, and reimagine your future with less stress and more relaxation. And I’m guiding you every step of the way.

    

  





  


  
1

    Wonderfully Made




  
    THERE I AM, STANDING ON A PLATFORM, peering over the blue surgical drapes into the body of a patient having open-heart surgery. While watching the heartbeat and blood pulse through the vessels within this cavity, I didn’t consider the various life circumstances that led this person to the operating room table, the trauma and pain endured, or the stressors that weighed heavily upon them throughout their lives. I simply loved witnessing the intricacies that comprise the human body. Each organ, vessel, and body system divinely positioned to make one’s existence possible. With every pulse, breath, and nerve signal comes a new possibility, a chance to co-create with God and leave your fingerprints on eternity.

    Taking what was formless and void, God created the heavens and the earth, the wonders of which have been studied for millennia and still are not fully understood. With the same divine imagination, he formed the human body and called it good, creating systems that can function with, and without, your participation, and processes that enable healing to occur whether or not you are aware of your own wounds. God breathed into you the breath of life while weaving wisdom into every cell. You are indeed fearfully and wonderfully made, and it’s vital that you learn how.

    Whether you find yourself in awe of how your body works, or if discussions about the human body make you feel a bit awkward, I’m here to help you take a deeper look into your masterful design. I’m here to remind you that before you were formed in your mother’s womb, God knew you. You are so valuable that God has numbered the very hairs on your head. Your body, including every curve and challenge it may carry, is considered God’s temple, and the Holy Spirit dwells within you. Therefore, it’s critical that you learn what your body is capable of. Acknowledging your body’s delicacy and divinity, as a museum curator appreciates works of art. Tending to and preserving it with care and dedication. Adopting healing practices and identifying the underutilized gems woven into your physical being as if your life were on exhibit. A reflection of your Creator, a faithful steward and safe handler of the precious gifts within you. A soul wrapped in the form the Potter’s hands deemed good for you to journey in. Skin, bones, muscles, and nerve fibers working in collaboration to produce life within and through you. You, my friend, are holy.

    
      YOU ARE THE LIGHT

      A patient was having a laparoscopy, the type of operation that gives the surgeon access to the abdomen or pelvis through small incisions in the skin while using the aid of a camera.

      Once the camera is inside the body cavity, images of the interior of the abdomen or pelvis are relayed to a monitor. As an operating room nurse, my role in this particular operation was to hold the camera. The camera holder is required to have a steady hand and must remain attentive to the operation, guiding the camera as directed so the surgeon can see the area of the body they’re working on.

      Every now and then, the laparoscopic camera can touch something inside the body cavity, obscuring the lens and obstructing the view. When this happens, the camera must be removed from the body and cleaned off so that the light and internal structures are visible again.

      No matter how steady my hand, how skilled the surgeon, or how safe the procedure typically is, without the light source that shines through the scope, the operation could not take place. The light is necessary because the space where the work takes place is dark and, in many cases, has never been exposed to light. Without the light, the operation, healing, and restoration wouldn’t happen.

      When you seem to keep bumping into one stressor after another in your life, you have to take some time to remove it and clean yourself off from its effects. If you don’t, the stress can obstruct your view, resulting in the dimming of your light, and may even cause you to forget your own worth and wonder. Although your light is still present, stress can act as a distraction, leaving you discouraged or experiencing feelings of defeat. So let this be your reminder: You are the light of the world, designed to shine into the darkness and illuminate the lives of people and spaces, including some that have yet to be exposed to the light. Your light enables others to see your good deeds and glorify God in heaven, so don’t allow stress to stop you from shining and sharing who you are.

    

    
    
      INNATE HEALING WISDOM

      The human body has the capacity to heal itself, working on your behalf, often beyond your conscious awareness. Your body constantly adapts for you, seeking a state of balance among all of your body systems, called homeostasis, which is necessary for your survival and the proper function of the body.

      Whether you’re undergoing a surgical procedure or you cut yourself in your kitchen, as soon as you are wounded, your body takes action. Your platelets begin to clot and the blood vessels that have been cut begin to constrict. This phase, called hemostasis, keeps you from losing too much blood.

      Your mast cells also release substances filled with enzymes and histamine that cause inflammation and the characteristic signs of redness, heat, swelling, and pain around the wound site. Your white blood cells move into the wound, acting as infection control agents dispatched to fight off bacteria and clean the wound of debris. These are functions of the inflammatory phase.

      Next is the proliferative phase, when the rebuilding process begins. Your cells start to multiply and spread. New cells start filling in the wound, forming new tissue known as granulation tissue. Your body forms new blood vessels to deliver a sufficient amount of oxygen and nutrients to the new tissue. Your wound edges are pulled together as the new granulation tissue forms. Your wound is then layered with epithelial cells, the type of cells that cover the surface of your body.

      Your wound then enters the maturation, or remodeling, phase. Your wound achieves maximum strength and flexibility at this stage. Cells that are no longer needed in the healing process are removed, reducing the thickness of the scar, and a process called cross-linking occurs in which collagen fibers align to thin and strengthen the skin.

      This very intricate and complex cascade and overlapping sequence of events displays the human body’s resilience. Your body is innately designed to fight for you and built to bounce back when faced with challenges and stressors that disrupt its normal equilibrium. You see, your body has been divinely programmed to keep you alive, so it doesn’t wait for your permission, and in many cases, it doesn’t even require your participation before responding.

      And still, in the midst of this deeply rooted wisdom, you can influence and improve your physical resilience and the speed at which you cycle through the healing process. Because the efficiency of your healing and your body’s sense of harmony are heavily impacted by your ability to remain well nourished, rested, and relaxed.

    

    
    
      WHO GOD SAYS YOU ARE

      Every patient who requires hospital care is given a new ID wristband containing all of the information about who they are and who’s in charge of their care. This ID efficiently communicates sensitive data to hospital personnel within a demanding health care environment so that each patient is correctly identified and able to receive their customized care. Becoming a believer in Christ also gives you a new ID that communicates your identity to the world. Your ID says that you are created in the image of God and your identity is solely found in him. If you’ve ever struggled to remember that I want to remind you of who God says you are.

      Your God-given identity. Years ago, hospital personnel identified patients by their illnesses—the kidney stones in 405 or the heart murmur in 211. Not only did this practice lack compassion, it dehumanized the individual, dismissing and devaluing their wholeness, blinding caregivers to deeper levels of empathy, and trivializing an autonomous person down to a problem to be solved.

      Describing someone by the type of illness they’re experiencing doesn’t take valuable characteristics into account, such as their age and overall health status, and often leads to errors in patient identification.

      Patient misidentification has repeatedly led to medication, testing, and transfusion errors. It’s caused patients to receive the wrong procedure and infants to be discharged to the wrong family.

      The misidentification of patients, and the well-documented history of errors that have resulted because of it, caused the identification process to undergo a shift. Health care workers now involve the patient in the process and use two patient identifiers, such as one’s name and date of birth, when identifying their patients. This greatly improves the reliability that the correct patient will receive the correct treatment or service.

      Misidentification can also take place in your life. It occurs when you begin to conform to the patterns of this world, or when you’re confused about who you are because of the stories that you have heard from yourself and from others.

      So if we were together right now, I’d look into your eyes and ask, “How are you identifying yourself? Are the narratives and names you’re applying to yourself true?” Because, my friend, any misidentification taking place in your life is contributing to your stress and your ongoing wounding. It’s causing preventable errors in judgment and keeping you in cycles of stress that could be healed if you properly identify and treat them.

      If you recognize that you have misidentified yourself in one way or another, there are two spiritual identifiers that can help bring you back into alignment with your true, God-given identity. The first is who God says you are. Very good (Genesis 1:31), healed (Isaiah 53:5), chosen (John 15:16), redeemed (Hebrews 9:15). The second is what God has told you to do. Fear not (Isaiah 41:10), cast all of your anxiety upon him (1 Peter 5:7), do not be anxious or worried about anything (Philippians 4:6), trust in the Lord with all your heart (Proverbs 3:5). These spiritual identifiers remind you not to misidentify yourself by a condition in your body or by the circumstances in your life, but to consult with and keep your confidence in God always.

      Because your mind, body, and spirit are interconnected, each influenced by and influencing the others, your mental and spiritual health can have physical consequences. This means that something that is unseen, such as your thoughts, can produce tangible, visible changes to your body. Emotions such as fear, anxiousness, and worry can cause processes to take place in your body that your body wasn’t designed to experience, yet because it fights for you, your body attempts to correct the dysfunction.

      This is why an ongoing awareness of God’s Word and his desires for you is essential to your physical health and well-being. This doesn’t mean that all physical illness is due to some aspect of your spiritual life. This is a reminder about the importance of examining all aspects of who you are in order to expand your understanding of the many ways stress and sickness can appear in your wonderfully made vessel. It’s my hope that this reminder also opens your eyes to the many ways healing can take place.

      You are not your diagnosis. Because nursing taught me to address a patient by name, I cringe every time I hear someone begin a conversation with their illness or list the hereditary diseases in their family, suggesting that they don’t have a fighting chance because of it.

      Your identity doesn’t change because some condition exists that requires your awareness and care. You don’t become the disease simply because its existence requires you to tend to your needs differently and on a deeper level. The condition one faces can take up lots of mental space. It can become a distraction from the things you enjoy and would prefer to give your time and attention to. It can also alter the way you work and the lifestyle you had become accustomed to. But what you cannot do is begin misidentifying yourself because of it.

      It’s true that you can’t choose where you came from, but you can absolutely choose where you’re going. Even when you’re experiencing an illness, you can take steps toward your healing. Even though others in your family have experienced a disease, it doesn’t mean you’re doomed to experience it too, so you must refuse to use this as an excuse to not try to improve your chances of healthy, vibrant living.

      There are modifiable lifestyle practices—such as the foods you eat, the way you handle stress, the quality of your sleep, your social network, cultural beliefs, and physical activity—that can decrease the chances of experiencing disease and improve the chances of healing what may already be present.

      Just like every other aspect of this world, your thoughts, your behaviors, and the characteristics your genes express can be changed. Don’t want grandmama’s pill case and medicine cabinet to be in your future? There are things you can do to avoid it. Don’t want to constantly worry about that disease that impacted half the women in your bloodline? There are things you can do to minimize your chances. Don’t want to leave this life prematurely like your loved one? There are options to help extend your life.

      It all begins with what you believe. If you’re already convinced that you have no chance, chances are you won’t behave differently in a way that helps and supports you to achieve your goal of long, healthy living. This belief then becomes an internal limitation, resulting in excuses about why you cannot succeed in changing your health or any other area of your life. And this is less than the ideal God intended.

      Now that you know you absolutely do have a fighting chance, what are you going to do about it? You get to choose. You get to influence your thoughts, your health, your lived experience, and add as many healthful practices to your life as possible.

      No, my friend. You are not your diagnosis. And to address any remaining concern, let’s explore the meaning of a diagnosis. A diagnosis is the process of identifying the nature of a disease, illness, or condition that explains the signs and symptoms. Therefore a diagnosis offers information that can be used to make decisions about your next steps, including the beneficial pathways you can take toward healing as you continue living. A diagnosis gives you the opportunity to find the root cause of whatever you’re facing and work to return your body and your being to homeostasis, that state of balance in your body. A diagnosis is not who you are.

      Whether you picked up this book and have no signs or symptoms of sickness, or you’re already experiencing less-than-ideal health conditions, I’m here to remind you that you’re wonderfully made. There are tools that you can take advantage of, and armor that you can protect yourself with, to help you utilize your body for your own benefit and for God’s glory.

    

    









2
Stress Invasion





DURING ONE OF MY EARLIEST HOSPITAL EXPERIENCES, I needed to take a culture of a wound. The entire experience seemed way too intrusive to me at the time. I couldn’t simply wipe the surface of their skin. I had to use a long swab and probe into the deepest parts of the wound, where bacteria could be hiding. After the sample was taken, the swab was labeled and sent off to the lab for testing and identification.

As believers in Christ, we must regularly pause to consider what would be found in us if a culture probed the deepest parts of our lives. An adoption of and passivity to worldly beliefs and practices? Indifference to or acceptance of stress? Festering wounds that you’d rather hold on to than give over to God? I challenge you to probe all the spaces of your life. Examine what’s lying around, growing recklessly, causing you undue stress, or unnecessarily deepening the divide between you and your Savior.

Romans 12:2 tells us not to conform to the patterns of this world, not to become so well-adjusted to the culture that we fit in without even thinking. This means that our lives should be labeled, identified, and exhibit traits that are different from the stress and chaos taking place around us, as we do not rely on our own strength, but on the provision of God.


NONCONFORMITY

If you’re wondering what to do when you’re surrounded by a culture of people, news, and situations that are full of stress and anxiety, and if it seems like you can feel the stress everyone else is feeling, I want to remind you that you don’t have to.

Before you ever engage with the world or come in close enough proximity to feel the weight of the stress and suffering that’s present, you can turn toward your heavenly Father and seek the antidotes to stress included in our biblical instruction manual.

You can come to Jesus with your weariness and stressful burdens and receive the rest you need (Matthew 11:28). You can cast all of your cares, anxieties, worries, and concerns on him, because you know that no matter what is going on, he deeply cares about you (1 Peter 5:7). You also don’t have to be anxious about anything. You can pray and petition, with thanksgiving, presenting your requests to God (Philippians 4:6).

Even when the fear, anxiety, and worries come, and it feels like you and the world are facing one stressful struggle after another, you have an antidote and a Savior you can turn to again and again, helping you to combat stress and persevere in the midst of relentless attempts to be swayed by and saturated with the stress the culture is feeling.

When you trust in the Lord and place your confidence in him, it won’t matter which way the culture blows, because your roots are firmly and deeply planted in God, and your ability to relax and experience his peace, comfort, and rest is unshakable.




CULTURAL MYTHS

I was meeting with a group of fellow entrepreneurs who were going to offer feedback on a project I was working on. I’d been looking forward to this meeting for weeks, as I valued the opinions and experience the members had. As I began sharing my desire to teach a course on relaxation, I was abruptly cut off mid-sentence as one of my peers declared that she hated the thought of relaxing because anything less than being constantly on the go would cost her money and make her miserable. Her words stung and left me feeling a bit deflated. I knew that I was supposed to be teaching others how to relax, whether or not the group agreed. So I continued to work on my project, trusting in the instruction and path I was on.

A few months later, in a similar meeting, this same peer revealed to the group that although she loved her work, it was destroying multiple aspects of her personal life, including her health and her marriage. She could no longer keep up with being busy for the sake of feeling productive. She had to slow down, relax, and reconnect in meaningful ways to the parts of her life she’d been neglecting.

If you find yourself staying busy, distracting yourself from what’s going on in your life, and avoiding paying attention to how you feel, it will catch up with you eventually. Whether you fear what you’ll find in the stillness or have adopted cultural practices that teach you to hustle endlessly, existing in a constant state of busyness, with no break in sight, will increase the amount of stress you experience. This practice of busyness that doesn’t allow you to tune in to your needs, dedicate time to the people and things you enjoy, or devote any meaningful time and space to cultivate your relationship with God can be a fatal distraction that keeps you from stopping your stress or the unnecessary fallout busyness can produce in your life.

Have you ever found yourself in situations that are much more than you could bear—some you put yourself in, and others that God put you in? Because sometimes, God will do what’s necessary to get your attention and to cause you to rely on him more than yourself. If you’re unaware that he’s seeking deeper trust and reliance within your relationship, you may miss what God is trying to build between you. So be careful not to measure your strength by the amount of pain you can endure. Your resilience and ability to withstand stress and recover quickly from it can be a worthless badge of honor preventing you from turning toward God and putting your complete trust in him. Equally as dangerous is the practice of blindly following false narratives that have no biblical foundation, such as God won’t give you more than you can bear. Not only is this not true, but it also causes you to continuously try to rely on yourself, believing that you’re stronger than you are, which will inevitably lead to more stress.




CULTURAL DISCERNMENT

The next time you see the rise and widespread use of a term or other influential information, take a moment to discern what’s being said and if the message actually applies to you.

Let’s use toxic positivity as an example. Although this is a type of coping mechanism in which one suppresses negative emotions, the term has also been used to discredit those living positive, joyful lives; those who exhibited resilience; and those who have developed an optimistic outlook on life.

When this type of cultural behavior occurs, you need to ask yourself, again using toxic positivity as our example: Am I truly exhibiting a negative coping mechanism, only displaying positive emotions and suppressing the negative ones? Or are others seeing my light and can’t seem to handle how brightly I’m shining?

Because in this example, being positive doesn’t necessarily mean you dismiss stressful, tragic, or painful experiences. For many, it means that even in the midst of difficult times, you know who’s keeping you, where your help is coming from, and that no matter what you’re facing, you still win!

In John 15:9-11, we see that if we remain in Jesus’ love by being obedient and keeping his commandments, we can experience and enjoy an intimate, loving relationship with him like he experiences with his Father. And in spite of external circumstances, we are assured and maintain our confidence because we know that God is in control, and walking in his ways enables us to experience fullness of joy.

So if you find that the culture is wielding its influence as a weapon, attempting to shun or shame you for being who you are even after all that you’ve been through, you need to challenge the narrative.

Let me put it like this: Don’t you dare dim your light, fall in line, or be devoured by the culture. You stand up and sing praises to God like, “You don’t know what he’s done for me. He gave me the victory. I love him. I love him. I really love the Lord.” Then boldly, confidently, and unapologetically continue being the light you were sent here to be no matter how the surrounding culture labels you. Know who you are and whose you are, and act accordingly.

And just in case you’re wondering, this is one of the reasons why I write. I do this for my culture, to let others know what it looks like to think independently of what has become the norm. To consciously take an unpopular stance, not just in opposition to stress or anything else, but to lovingly redirect false or misleading narratives that attempt to override, ignore, or diminish truth. To ring the alarm and remind you that the Bible is the truth you’re meant to be consuming, not whatever clever scheme the culture serves up to you each day.




MASKED BY MEDICINE

I cringe every time a medication commercial comes on, many of which play on the fears of those watching them. Sure, medication can be helpful and, in some cases, absolutely necessary. But medicine isn’t always designed to fix the problem, often masking the signs and symptoms of what’s being experienced.

When the body is seeking a solution, it alarms you, letting you know that something is going on and needs your attention. The problem, however, doesn’t go away because medicine is taken. So the body will keep alarming until the pain, dysfunction, imbalance, or wound is healed or encapsulated—until the body has had enough time to wrap scar tissue around an area, form a blood clot to stop the bleeding, regenerate cut nerves, or replenish the vitamin, mineral, water, or sleep it lacks.

Many medicines don’t heal the pain; they dampen your awareness of it. Many medicines don’t replenish deficiencies; the body finds a way to work around the problem, continually alarms you of the problem, or begins to function at a lesser capacity than intended.

This is why pain usually seems worse after initial doses of medication wear off, or blood pressure skyrockets after missing a few pills, or insomnia reappears after a sedative is discontinued. This rebound effect demonstrates that the cause of the condition being masked by medicine is still present, but either your perception of it has decreased, or the medication has brought it into a normal range.

But just like the alarm clock after you hit snooze, your body will set off the alarm again. The longer you take to address the alarm directly by turning it off, the louder and more disturbing it becomes. This opens one up to dependency on whatever medication initially relieved the stress or condition, or to addiction, with many searching for something stronger to alleviate their pain.

So whether the medicine being taken is legal or illegal, over-the-counter or prescribed, a preventive measure or pain reliever, it’s likely to do what is intended: numb or distract your mind from the condition for a while. But we must not stop there or become satisfied with the temporary result. Seeking the fullness of healing should always be our goal.

Now, let me be clear. If your blood pressure or sugar is out of a healthy range, take the medicine. If your pain is debilitating and keeps you from normal daily function or the ability to work or play, you may need to take some form of medicine. The point isn’t to avoid medicine completely, but to have a full understanding about what the medicine is, what its side effects are, and what you need to actively be doing to create conditions that enable your body to heal and restore as much of its natural functioning as possible.

Knowing and understanding that there are different types of medicine and medical practices, including different philosophies that drive each practice, is significant when it comes to your own health and healing. Your ability to discern what to use, when to use it, and who to consult regarding your care can make all the difference in your life, healing, and longevity.

It’s also critical that we understand that as the body of Christ, we’re not exempt from suffering, and we needn’t attempt to mask any spiritual strongholds or difficulties that we’re going through. We must ask ourselves if we’re unwilling to leave behind harmful thought patterns, sins, or ways of the world that go against God’s will. Because like weeds, these sins and strongholds will remain and begin to suffocate you, competing for the attention meant to be given to God, releasing toxins in your life, and damaging the spiritual fruit your life should exhibit.

God already knows what we’re experiencing anyway. He waits for us to turn to him because he is the solution and antidote for everything we’re dealing with. He desires to be present with us in every circumstance instead of being overlooked for any form of subpar, idol medicine.

God has also provided us with help through other people. In Galatians 6:2 we’re commanded to carry each other’s burdens, and in Ecclesiastes 4:9-10 we’re reminded that two are better than one because someone who falls down can be helped back up by the other. This means that we shouldn’t attempt to mask what we’re going through from others; hiding will cause our problems to persist, and we will likely remain down longer than necessary.

Ignoring, suppressing, or refusing to share what’s distressing you—whether it’s an act of masking, avoidance, or denial—are all unbeneficial coping mechanisms that can heighten your stress and anxiety.

Additional examples of unbeneficial and harmful coping mechanisms include smoking, drinking, drug use, gambling, overeating, undereating, isolating, self-harm, negative self-talk, doom scrolling, impulsive spending, or catastrophizing. These can be lifestyle practices that have been modeled or are easily accessible and adopted, but they’re usually difficult to stop, adding yet another layer of stress and masking to one’s life that requires more healing.




TRAUMATIC EVENTS

There was a call from the emergency room, and the person on the other end of the phone told us to be ready for a potential car crash victim. When an accident occurs and the injuries are severe, all departments that may need to participate in the care of the patient are notified to stand by to assist.

As my colleagues went to prep the operating room, I was asked to go to the ER to be the eyes and ears for this case, relaying any pertinent information back to the department so they could prepare the appropriate instruments and supplies for the surgeons.

When I arrived at the emergency room, the patient, who was being transported by helicopter, had not yet arrived. Similar preparations were being made in this department, with various personnel standing by to assist.

When the patient was wheeled through the doors, CPR was being administered by the paramedics, and continued once the patient had entered the ER bay. The patient was intubated. Chest tubes were inserted. Though there were no visible external injuries, the extensive internal damage caused such severe stress to the body that recovery was impossible.

In situations like these, stress causes a ripple effect. The injured person is instantly impacted. Those who work tirelessly in an attempt to resuscitate and stabilize the patient are impacted as they exhaust their knowledge, physical efforts, and empathy. And the families, who had no idea that their loved one would not return home that day, experience a permanent life-changing event. When these sudden and traumatically stressful events occur, they don’t allow you to stop your stress. There is no warning. No way to prepare. And the result is the end of life as they knew it. A new reality must be faced without the person they loved, accompanied by an abrupt wave of stress.




INVISIBLE TRAUMA

Fatal internal injuries like that crash victim’s are some of the most disheartening experiences I’ve witnessed as a nurse. Traumatic brain injuries, overdoses that people never woke up from. There’s something about the individual not showing visible signs of illness or injury that can make acceptance of that truth extremely difficult, and living that reality, debilitating.

Unfortunately, so many people we know, love, and interact with every day are also suffering from their own forms of invisible trauma. Deeply rooted pain that the eye simply cannot see. They get up day after day bearing the weight of their wounds, unwilling, unable, or unaware that healing is possible and can be worked on.

When the stress experienced by trauma piles on top of every other stress that’s already present, life can feel like too much to handle, causing those experiencing invisible trauma to break—mentally, physically, emotionally, or spiritually—and the overflow of pain causes even more damage in their lives.

Invisible trauma develops in many ways, from various forms of abuse and neglect, to being routinely overlooked, ignored, or invalidated. Because they were never meant to endure the stress and trauma they witnessed or experienced, they must also deal with varying degrees of self-directed shame, judgment, criticism, hopelessness, and the protective responses that arise such as defensiveness, dissociation, and distress.




SHOCK

I was asked to remove a patient’s bandages and prep her head for surgery. She had also been in a car crash, and I was unaware of the extent of her injuries, but I knew that her head required some stitches. When I removed the last piece of gauze, her true injury was revealed, and her curiosity took over. She kept reaching up attempting to touch the part of her that was bandaged at the accident scene. And I kept reminding her that she needed to put her hands down. She wanted to touch her wounds because no one had told her what condition she was in. She felt normal because of the amount of adrenaline coursing through her body and was convinced that her injury couldn’t possibly be that bad as she was wide awake and not in that much pain.

Sometimes, though, you’re wounded so badly that shock has left you unaware of all the damage that’s taken place. Other people can see your wounds, your trauma, your need for help, and all you can do is continue grasping for answers about what happened to you in the process of your trauma. Stress infiltrates your life, but because you’re in a state of shock and automatic protective mechanisms have taken over, you become numb to the extent of your injuries.

Whether or not your trauma is visible to the naked eye, God sees you, and knows exactly what you’re going through. As you observe your stress and take note of the signs and symptoms you’re witnessing in your own life, you’ll become better equipped to partner with him in healing your stress.
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Signs and Symptoms of Stress





SHE WORE A FLOOR-LENGTH COAT AS she walked circles around our local mall. Her coat was so distinct, like nothing I’d ever seen before, and her graceful stride made her presence even more distinct. I was a new mother, determined to get some exercise and potentially engage with other adults. So every morning, I got up, placed my smiling baby in the stroller, and went to walk the mall as well. Every day we’d smile and wave as we walked by one another. One of the familiar faces I’d grown accustomed to looking for.

A few years went by. I had more babies, and less interest in packing everyone up to brave the unpredictable, and often unproductive, attempt at a daily walk. Yet some faces and encounters leave such an impression that they’re practically unforgettable.

The next time I saw her, I was hurriedly loading my groceries into my SUV. She was slumped over a bit as she held the arm of a grocery store employee, and I was taken aback. This was not her usual stride, and her face didn’t hold the same smile. Something was happening, and everyone in that parking lot seemed to notice, except for the employee. “Oh, this happens all the time,” he said as he continued walking her to her car. Several of us tried to stop him, telling him not to let her get in the car. “She’s having a medical emergency!” we shouted at him. But he was completely unaware. He was used to helping people to their cars and seemed to take pride in his efforts.

But what happened next seemed to unfold so fast. She backed out of the parking spot so quickly that she didn’t seem to notice the people banging on her door trying to get her to stop. But by this time, she had hit the accelerator, driving dangerously fast toward a building. I grabbed my phone and called 911, reporting the emergency in hopes that she and those around her would remain safe, and she would get the care that she needed.

The woman standing next to me asked me if I was all right. We were all startled by what had taken place, and she saw what I didn’t even realize was happening: the tears were streaming down my face. “You know her?” she asked. At that moment, I simply said yes. I didn’t know her personally. I couldn’t tell you her name. But I did know that this was not her normal behavior. I did know that the way her body moved and the expression on her face were not typical for her.

I also knew that this employee’s kind gesture, coupled with his lack of knowledge, could have caused catastrophic damage. He didn’t know he was holding on to someone in need of medical attention. He thought this was just another day on the job.

Today, I’m privileged to have your attention, and just in case you are unaware of the gravity of your situation, I want you to know that it’s highly likely that the stress you’re experiencing is quite dangerous. Just as I didn’t hesitate to report that emergency, I won’t hesitate to tell you that it’s time to get the help you need. It’s time to stop whatever you’re doing, pay attention to the stress in your life, and eliminate it before something catastrophic and irreversible happens. In order to do that, though, you must become aware of the signs and symptoms of stress in your own life.


AWAKEN TO THE STRESS YOU’RE EXPERIENCING

Noticing stress can be as simple as having an awareness that something just isn’t right, feels off, unpleasant, you’re not where you want to be, or you don’t feel how you want to feel. Noticing can take time if you’re dealing with thoughts, feelings, and ideas that stress is normal or necessary. If you’re in a situation that you believe you’re supposed to be in and don’t honor your power of choice to change, walk away from, or enhance the situation, you’ll continue to experience the stress until your perspective changes. Are the headaches you’ve been regularly experiencing a result of stress? Are the negative thoughts you’ve been ruminating on caused by stress? Simply noticing can be the key to shifting away from stress.

I began to notice that whenever I was on call, I’d turn my pager up to full volume before I’d fall asleep each night because I was afraid that I’d sleep right through the alarm. I deeply regretted this choice as the repetitive beeping rang out in the darkness, seemingly rattling the walls of my apartment and my heart. The pager, a device used as a dispatch for help, would send me into my own tailspin as I’d tumble out of bed struggling to catch my breath and find my shoes.
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