	


Managing Stress 

	There are many sources of stress in your life. The good news is that most of them you have created yourself. If you are the one who is creating the stress in your life, then you are the one who can uncreate the stress in your life. Stress is often manifested as anxiety.  Here is how you create stress/anxiety by thinking! 
You think! This is the best kept secret of all.
Understanding that you think is the key to understanding everything else in life.
You may be saying, “That is not a secret. Everyone knows that they think.”
Actually, very few people know that they think. They believe they are the victims of their thoughts, rather than the producers of their thoughts. Thinking is a function or ability, it is not reality. Just because you can think something, does not make it true.
Jane Nelson

Anxiety is a feeling. Yes, but behind that feeling of anxiety is a thought (belief, expectation, conclusion, etc.) that is creating the feelings of anxiety. Does anyone pay attention to what they are thinking anymore?  You should, because any form of insecurity, fear, stress, guilt, anger, depression, anxiety, hurt feelings is a direct result of what you are thinking. 

You feel the way you do right now because
of the thought you are thinking at this moment.  
David Burns MD

If you wish to change and not be stressed, you will need to take an inventory of your thoughts.  A good time to do this is at night when you are tossing and turning, trying to get to sleep. So, what are you thinking about when you are lying awake and you cannot turn your mind off? Make a list of the topics that keep coming up (have a paper, pen and flashlight on your nightstand). “What I said to the boss at work.” “What I need to do tomorrow.” “How am I going to handle that interview tomorrow.” Etc., etc. See if you can stand outside of your body and just watch your mind doing its thing. 
Then in the morning, put your thoughts in categories: Work, Home, Relationships.  Then, break each into subcategories. Then, if necessary, break each subcategory down further. For each item, put a small ‘p’ or a small ‘f’ for “past” or “future” beside the item. Now, you have done the hard part.  
The purposes of ruminating about the past are: 1. Punish yourself for having screwed up; 2. In the hopes that you will not do or say that again; 3. To give yourself a pity party. Besides keeping you awake all night, ruminating does nothing to help you change.
If you decide that it is time to change, start by selecting the items that occurred in the past. Rumination involves jumping from thought to thought and not finishing sentences or paragraphs. Write out the complete sentence or paragraph. Look at the complete sentence that you have been ruminating about. Could you have done it differently? If you could, practice how you would say or do it differently next time. Nothing is a failure if you learn from it. Everyone learns by trial and error. We do not learn by trial and success. All that does is reinforce what we already know.

Contradictory Beliefs

Another stressor in our lives is contradictory beliefs. As you were growing up, you were given many contradictory messages and, without knowing it, they have been causing stress and anxiety in your life.   Somewhere along the way, you were told “If you cannot do a job right, don’t do it at all.”   Later, the same person sees you struggling and says, “If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again.”  Your brain hears both and stores them in separate parts of your brain. Your brain does not recognize that they are contradictions and that it is impossible to do both. You have been programmed with self-canceling beliefs which will leave you stuck. 
	Now, as you sit down to learn a new program or task, you feel stuck.  Often, you are not even aware of what is blocking you. You end up just staring at the project that you are supposed to be doing. It is as if these two contradictory “programs” are running in the background and you are unaware of their existence.  
	Whether it is cleaning the house, writing a paper for school or creating a marketing plan for the office, your mind is stressing out with no clue as to where to begin.
	There are several clues to look for when trying to discover your contradictory beliefs. First, look at your behaviors that are contradictory. To have contradictory beliefs, you must first have contradictory feelings, which means you have contradictory behaviors.
	Ask yourself, what are the contradictory feelings I am having? Next, what are your contradictory beliefs that would create your contradictory feelings? The theory of cognitive dissonance tells us that if we place our contradictory beliefs side by side in the same area of our brain, they will change to a single belief. For example: You believe that when you got married, you got married for life. Versus the belief: You should not stay in a physically or emotionally abusive relationship. 
Have you ever heard someone who keeps saying, “I want to get a divorce,” but years later, they are still in the same relationship? Can you imagine the stress that this contradiction puts on the person who swears they want to get a divorce? Is the stress in your life due to the contradictions that you are harboring?
Affirmations That Can Kill You
[bookmark: _GoBack]Affirmations can be helpful. However, research has shown that affirmations which the mind argues with, create feelings of anxiety, stress, nervousness, worry, unease, and apprehension. That is just the opposite of what the affirmation was intended to create. 
As soon as you say, “I am a very good person,” listen to what your mind just whispered back to you. “The hell you are! Didn’t you yell at the kids? How about that affair you had a few years ago?” The stress comes from the internal dialogue between two conflicting beliefs. 
When you are feeling stressed, try saying, “I am feeling calm and peaceful.” And again, listen to what your mind tells you. “No, you’re not! You’re already 15 minutes late for that appointment and you’re stuck in traffic.” The mental conflict creates your stress.
There are many well intended affirmations out there that can really mess you up, confuse you and stress you even more than you were before you used them. “In every day and in every way, I am getting better and better.” Ha! You say.

Affirmations, no matter how well they are intended, 
if your mind argues with them,
it will be a disaster for you.

In Gestalt therapy, we often use the empty chair technique to bring to light and help clarify the internal debate. You can use a variation of this technique by sitting in front of an empty chair and talk to the empty chair and say to the chair (the other part of you): “In every day, in every way, you are getting better and better.” Now, change chairs and answer back: “That is not true. There isn’t a day that goes by that you haven’t screwed up in some way.” Now, sit in the other chair: “Some days I seem to be getting better.” (Note, the qualifier seem makes it easier for your mind to accept affirmation.) Keep going back and forth between the two chairs and watch how your dialogue changes until you reach a statement that your mind does not argue with.
Living in the Future

The most often used psychological definition of anxiety is that it is the difference between here and now and someplace in the future. Anxiety is a form of stress. The bank robber who is driving to the bank to rob it, has anxiety about what is going to go down. Once he has robbed the bank and is racing away, he no longer has anxiety about robbing the bank! That is in the past. Now his anxiety is about getting caught, a future event.
	Test anxiety is about the future. Having an interview coming up for a new job can create more anxiety. You have a child in high school and you worry about the possibility of a shooting in their school (in the future). Anxiety that is constant, day in and day out, is one of the most difficult types of anxiety. Service men and women that are on active duty often develop PTSD because of this kind of anxiety.

To live in the past is to live in a place that no longer exists.
To live in the future is to live in a place that has yet to exist.

If you want to really feel stressed,
try living in either of those places!

Let me suggest two techniques for reducing this type of stress by allowing you to live in the here and now.
Gestalt therapy, back in the 1940s and 50s, used a technique that helped one to be grounded in the here and now. So, when you were having a panic attack, or your mind was just running out of control, what the therapist would do was to have you look around the room and name three sounds that you could hear. Then, name three objects in the world that are rectangular shaped. Now, name four objects that are green. This exercise forces you into the here and now. It gives you no chance to think about the future or the past. There is no anxiety in the present. This is a great exercise that you can do at home when you are lying in bed having anxiety or ruminating. Listening for and finding sounds, looking for objects and colors will all help you stay in the present, even when you are out in public.
I had a Clovis policeman come to see me because when driving his patrol car, he had no anxiety. But, once it stopped at a signal light and he had to wait for it to change, he would become overwhelmed with anxiety. What was happening was that as long as he was driving, he was looking for “bad guys.” He was totally in the present. But, once he stopped and had scanned the intersection, then his brain went to the future and into panic mode. Understanding how he was creating his anxiety made it easy for him to uncreate his anxiety.
Here is another technique: Create for yourself a worry calendar. First, make a list of all the things that you are worrying about, that you ruminate about and that are stressing you out. Spend at least a week making your list to be sure you have them all. Second, arrange them from your biggest worry to your smallest worry. Third, get a schedule calendar and find a time where you can worry about the first thing on your list. Decide how much time you need to worry about this during this first scheduled worry time. This is worry time, not just fretting.
For example: “large house payment due at the end of the month.” Use this scheduled worry time to make plans: Do you need to call the bank or call Uncle Joe to get a short-term loan? Do you need to start looking for a second job? The more complex the problem, the longer the time you will need to set to do this. Write this “appointment” with yourself on your appointment calendar.
Now, go to the second “worry” that you have on your list. Find the time in your schedule for this worry. Continue to do this until you have scheduled time for each of your worries. Make sure that you have scheduled enough time for each worry.
You must keep the appointments that you have made with yourself. If you don’t, your brain will quickly figure out that you cannot be trusted and will shift into high gear, getting you to worry all the time. And, the end will be worse than the beginning. 
When the time for your first appointment comes, spend that time making an outline of your options. Then, use that time to be productive. Call the bank or Uncle Joe, and depending upon their answers, keep going through your options. If you could not get all the answers that you needed, then make another worry appointment and continue to work on the issue when the next appointment time comes up. Repeat this process with each item on your list. 
IMPORTANT: If you find yourself starting to worry about something before your scheduled appointment time, tell yourself, “I will not worry about that until my scheduled appointment.” At first, this is not going to be easy because you’re going to have to remind yourself many times that you have time already scheduled and that you will worry then. You will notice that within a few days, you will have stopped worrying.
One final way that you can set yourself up to live in the anxiety of the future is your “I shoulds.” Some will call it “I must,” for others it is “I have to.” These are your expectations of yourself that all involve living in the future. These are highly stressful messages that you give yourself. A variation of this is the “To Do List for today.” There’s no problem with having a To Do List, it is when you add “for today” to your list that you add the pressure and stress. If you’re going to the grocery store, you would certainly make out a shopping list. Once you do, then you stick the list in your pocket, go to the store, pick out the stuff, and go home. As long as your To Do List remains a suggestion or a gentle reminder, then it can be very helpful for you.
The here and now is the only place you can live, so live there. "There is no need to add to the troubles each day brings" Matthew 6:34. You can say to yourself, “I can plan today how I will handle the future, but then I need to tell myself, whatever comes up I will handle.”
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