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ANXIETY PT 1

The Rise of Anxiety.

Life Education Trust did A survey of 2500 primary
intermediate schools principals, deputies and teachers found
anxiety was the biggest issue in New Zealand schools, ahead
of vaping, bullying and porn.

Over half of all New Zealanders aged 15-24 experience
anxiety or depression —and numbers of young people with
moderate to high distress have nearly doubled since
2016/17, a recent Ministry of Health survey shows. Factors
like social media and wider global concerns are cited as
contributors to increased youth anxiety.

34.8% of New Zealand adults experienced mild or greater
anxiety/depression symptoms in the past two weeks in 2021-
23, up from 25.0% in 2016/17

The Extra Challenge for Christians Here are some pretty
common myths in Christian circles

U anxiety is a sin

. anxiety is just a lack of faith

. only weak people suffer anxiety

. true Christians don’t get anxious

. if | use medication | am not relying on God.

All of this leaves the Christian who is struggling with anxiety
feeling even worse and feeling shame and condemnation.
Because many Christians don’t understand anxiety, they
openly or privately judge those who have anxiety.

For Those with anxiety it might cause them to pull out of
engagements, maybe avoid church, or leave early after
church rather than engaging with others.  Verses that talk
about anxiety in the Bible become weaponized to make
people feel even worse. So for Christians with anxiety, their
faith and the faith community could only add to their pain.
They suffer in secret.

What is anxiety and how does it work? The problem with
the word anxiety is that the average person uses it
interchangeably with stress and worry and fear. They are
all linked.  Fear, stress, worry and anxiety are all natural
responses to being human and living in a fallen world.

However at times these can become out of control and
impact our ability to live.  They can end up crippling us. At
this point our anxiety is classified as a mental disorder.
Anxiety can impact a person at any stage of life and any kind
of person: introverts, extroverts, youth, elderly, male
female, rich poor.

Fear is what we experience when we are walking in Queens
Park and suddenly a lion in our path.  But the fear is based
on the real possibility that the Lion might hurt us.  The
body responds to this danger, typically with a  Fight or

flight response.  (although there are other responses as
well, including freezing)

3 responses. Physical response

The brain sends signals to the autonomic nervous system.
And this system has two bits the Sympathetic side and
parasympathetic side. The sympathetic side activates us to
be ready for the danger and releases 2 chemicals from the
adrenal gland.

# Our heart beats faster and stronger

# Blood flow shifts  Might look pale

# Impacts our breathing.  Tightness, shortness of breath
# Sweating. Making us slippery

#Pupils get bigger see better in dark

# Digestive system slows to give more energy

# Muscles tense. Shaking.

Behavioural system: If anxious we want to fight or run.

So we might become more aggrieve or just want to get out.
But sometimes we can do either, so we might snap at people
or pace up and down.

Cognitive system  Our brains are focussing on the danger or
potential danger and so we can’t concentrate on anything.

So when you meet the lion in Queens park, your God
designed body does all of those things. Automatically. You
don’t choose them. Doesit. Now, letsimagine aftera
minute you realize it is not a lion. But some giant sized
puppet. Your autonomic nervous system’s other side -
the parasympathetic side -is activated and lots of chemicals
reverse the body’s changes. Your heart rate slows down,
and your muscles relax and the blood goes back to your face
again. But it is does not go back to normal straight away.
The first reaction was instant. But the reverse takes a while.

Now fear is an appropriate response to the lion in the park.
Anxiety is when we feel the same responses as fear, and our
body reacts, even though there is no lion in the park.

Anxiety is more about the sense of their being danger even
though there might not be any danger.  The anticipation of
say a poor job review (before we even know what our job
review is going to be) can trigger fight or flight response.

A anxiety disorder is when the frequency and severity of our
feelings of anxiety is impacting our normal everyday life

What causes anxiety? Biological component. Some
people are more prone to anxiety than others.
Physiological factors.  Life’s experiences, trauma, upbring,
behaviours and thinking

The body remembers past trauma, which was real and
significant.  Now, faced with a smaller issue, or something
that reminds us of that trauma it is triggering a major
response in your body. Anxiety, panic attack. Crippling
fear.
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So to summarize. Fear is the bodies response to real danger
Stress is our bodies reaction to a change or challenge in our
environment leaving us feeling as if we can’t cope.  But
with stress we can identify what is causing the stress and
work to find solutions.  Worry is when our thoughts are
thinking continually about an issue. Often something in the
future. Anxiety is an emotion. Feeling continually on edge
with physical symptoms about possible events that have not
happened. Depression. Low mood and loss of enjoyment
worthlessness. With all of these there is a Significant overlap
in symptoms.

Where does faith sit with all of this? Spirituality is part of
the healing process but not the whole process. Anxiety is
related to our bodies and our psyche. Christians tend to
separate the spiritual and physical. But the reality is this is
not Biblical or how things work. Our physical bodies and
minds and emotions and spiritual realms are highly inter
related.

So our bodies are these incredibly complex things, And so
healing also involves all elements.  Medication might be
helpful tool that creates the space to deal with underlying
issues. If we are crippled by anxiety, very difficult to deal
with anything else like past trauma. Talking to a counsellor
can be really helpful in dealing with anxiety, esp. around
thought patterns and trauma.

One of the sites | visited ended with 5 habits that can
contribute to anxiety.  Lack of sleep, Too much caffeine.
Poor eating Too busy Too much screen time.

Anxiety is notasin.  Theologically, for something to be a
sin, it must come from a persons free will. People who
struggle with anxiety don’t’ choose to have it. It comes
from a combination of their biology and their upbringing and
circumstances. And the body’s God designed mechanisms.
Infirmities are not sin and to equate them with sin just adds
more shame and so makes the problem even worse.

It is true that our choices can help or hinder anxiety and sin
can lead to anxiety. But anxiety is a product being human
and of living in a fallen world. Anxiety is does not mean you
are defective, or going crazy, or lacking on faith.

The faith community can be a place of acceptance.
Tragically it is often not and can be a place of condemnation
and judgement. Sometimes that is with the words and
behaviours. We use Bible verses as weapons and we speak
out of ignorance. But sometimes we create an unsafe space
by what we don’t say, as well as by what we do say. le we
never acknowledge struggle.

The gospel is one of grace, that says we are not defined by
our struggles but by what Christ has done on the cross. We
might not struggle with anxiety but all of us carry wounds
and pain, both physical and emotional. We are to treat
people with the utmost dignity and respect. We have not
walked their journey. But we can affirm who they are in
Christ. We can minister Christ comfort by standing with
them, weeping with those who weep. We can avoid being

critical when other don’t seem to be progressing or don’t’
make the changes we think they should. We don’t’ demand
they should change because change is a work of the Spirit,
not a work of law.

And when those who are anxious about being anxious find
their anxiety has ramped up again, and then feel wretched
and a failure again, we can remind them again that God is
merciful and gracious and we are safe in him, even if it
doesn’t feel that way.

Anxiety can be seen as an invitation Rather than
something that is keeping us from God, any struggle or pain
we are dealing with can be seen as an invitation to draw into
God. Typically we just want God to take it away. Whatever
the issue is. And sometimes he miraculously does. But
often we walk a journey where we seem to take one step
forward and two back. But the pain is an invitation to come
to God in your struggle. It is an opportunity to experience
grace. lItis an opportunity to know that Jesus identifies with
your pain. He does not shout or condemn or act superior.
He wants you to experience his tender and wholehearted
embrace in the pain. Itis the voice that he spoke to Mary in
the garden of Gethsemane, as she was overwhelmed by
anxiety at the death of Jesus. There is tender love in his
voice when he says to her. Do not be afraid Itis nota
command. Itis not arebuke. Itis an invitation for her in the
midst of pain and grief and confusion to draw near.
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REFLECTION + DISCUSSION

What do you think is causing the signicaint rise in
anxiety, esp our youth and children?

Recall a time of major anxiety in your life. What did it
feel like? What were the physical symptoms?

How might the church community be an unsafe place
for someone struggling with anxiety? How do we
create safe places in church and small groups, esp.
those struggling with mental health issues.

Talk about the 5 habits that contribute to anxiety?
Are there others? Are any of these relevant for you?

Discuss the idea that pain and struggle can be seen as a
barrier to God or an invitation to draw near.  What
helps it become an invitation rather than a barrier?

What would be the best way to pray for someone who
is really anxious, without causing them condemnation?

Lift up any one in your group or that you know who is
really anxious at the moment.
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