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SERMON SERIES:  HANDLING LIFE’S CHALLENGES


“ON HANDLING STRESS” (3rd in Series)

Matthew 11:28-30; John 14:25-27

Gospel of Matthew, Chapter 11


 28"Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. 29Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 30For my yoke is easy and my burden is light."

Gospel of John, Chapter 14

25"All this I have spoken while still with you. 26But the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you. 27Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.

Someone has said that the common modern malady is stress.  Someone else has said that we are living in the age of anxiety and stress.  They’re both probably right. Whether it’s too little time for the demands and responsibilities we face or some particular stressful circumstances or situations in life or the expectations that are placed upon us which we may find hard to meet, each of us knows the reality of stress.

Our theme this morning is handling stress.  Let me share five insights for handling stress.

I.
MAKE TIME FOR SELF A PRIORITY

I think far too many people fight to make time for work, for family, for community commitments, for the necessary responsibilities but do not make time for self.  You wonder about how essential this is consider that even Jesus himself had to do that very thing.  There’s a most revealing scenario in the Gospel of Mark, not unlike similar scenarios in other gospels, where we find Mark describing a time when Jesus knew he had to pull away from the crowds and take care of himself.  Mark writes:

"Then Jesus said, ‘Let's get away from the crowds for a while and rest.' There were so many people coming and going that Jesus and his apostles didn't even have time to eat." Mark 6:31 (NLT)
If Jesus needed to take care of himself, find time for himself, then certainly you and I need to find time for ourselves.  On this point let me share two key thoughts.

1. Don’t feel guilty when you say “no.”  Some of us say “yes” far too often and pay a big price for it.   Don’t hesitate to say “no” to some responsibility or opportunity when it’s best for your own spiritual, emotional, physical well-being.  

2. Take refueling breaks as often as you can.  One psychologist speaks to this truth when she writes:  “Whether it’s music, a warm bath, a relaxing movie, quality time with a dear friend, reading a book we like, taking a nap, or just idling some time away we need diversions from whatever is stressful in our life.”

II.
EMBRACE THE SIMPLE JOYS

In our most stressful moments and experiences there are still simple but profound joys.  God

breaks through our stressed and harried lives with little moments of joy, but we have to have eyes to see them and ears to hear them.  We need to be attentive to these special enriching moments:

It might be

· A moment of laughter

· A moment of affection

· A moment of affirmation

· A moment of satisfaction

· A moment of wonder

· A moment of kindness

· A special moment with a friend or family member

Let me illustrate more clearly what it means to embrace a simple moment of joy with these words from a mother about her experience with her young child:

I was trying desperately to get my ten-month-old daughter to sleep.  I had much to do: clean bottles, make formula, gather laundry, prepare the baby’s diaper bag for the next morning, get my clothes ready for work, try and get some rest myself.  I rocked and rocked her with little effect.  I was fighting an inner urge to scream in frustration.  Then something wonderful happened.  My little girl touched my lips with the tip of one of her fingers.  Just touched my lips and smiled.  Suddenly, the to-do list faded away, and there was nothing but the two of us in a precious moment as we rocked and she finally went to sleep.”


If you’re attentive, you can find your stress relieved by embracing those bountiful moments of pure joy that intersect our lives every single day. 

III.
DON’T UNDERESTIMATE GETTING PHYSICAL

I’m no exercise guru but I do know that both science and spirituality talk about the importance of getting physical as crucial to our overall mental, spiritual, and emotional, and well-being.  I think most of you know that when we exercise seriously our bodies produces a natural chemical infusion called endorphins, which gives us a natural high.  It’s called by some “the runner’s high.”  It’s a natural uplift, a natural high.  In other words, God has made our bodies in such a way that we have within ourselves a natural and healthy way to get an emotional and mental and physical high.

No drugs.

No external stimulants.

No unhealthy outside substances.

Just exercise.

I personally can tell you that when I’m faithful to my daily morning exercise routine everything that day goes better or at least I handle things better.  It’s interesting that when I do walk in the morning I actually have more energy than when I don’t walk.  Isn’t that interesting?  Your work out in the morning and instead of being more exhausted, you’re actually more energized.

Whether it’s walking, running, working out, yoga, lifting weights God has created you with a natural way to ease the stress in your life.

IV. 
DON’T FORGET TO HAVE FUN

My first fulltime appointment as a United Methodist clergyman was in Mineral Wells, Mississippi, just south of Memphis.  It was a congregation of approximately 200 members.  It was made up initially of primarily older adults.  One of the things that Pat and I discovered shortly after arriving there was that these older adults had a great love of life and loved having fun.  They especially loved playing Rook; you know, the card game.  It seemed every one of those older adults knew how to play Rook and loved to play the game; and let me tell you – with real intensity.  No pity for me because I was the preacher I can assure you.  We started a weekly Monday afternoon ministry with those older adults called “The Rook Club.”  As much as Pat and I could, we would gather with these older members and have an afternoon of fun, playing cards, laughing, just having a good time.  

After three years I left that church and went to pastor in Memphis.  About a year after I left, I was invited back to preach a revival at Mineral Wells church.  On the first night of the revival the Lay Leader, one of the members of that Rook Club, introduced me and the highlight of my introduction was this, “Richard is the pastor that started our Rook Club.”  No mention of my pasturing skills.  No mention of my preaching ability.  I would be forever remembered as the pastor who started the Rook Club.  But when I look back on those three years and on that introduction, I am now rather proud.

You see, I know I was a better person, a better preacher, and a better pastor because I took the time to have fun with those church members.

One thinker says it well when he says, 

“Yes, life is serious business.  Yes, we have responsibilities to fulfill and issues to address.  But unless we make moments to laugh, to play, to release our inner child, to get caught up in some funny business, our spirits will be overwhelmed and drained simply because there is so much seriousness.”

V.
FIND TIME FOR GOD

Note that Jesus says in the John text,  "Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.”  Notice something here in this text.  There are three key elements.

First, an expectation.  Come.  Step forward.  Come toward me.  Give me your time and your attention and I can help you.  Folks, receiving the power and promise of Christ to handle life’s demands and issues is not by “osmosis.”  We don’t just sit idly by and get automatically immersed in what Christ has to offer.  We must do our part.  We must make the time to receive the blessing and the benefit.  We must come forward and spend time with God.

Second, there is a promise here.  Do our part; God will do his part.  Make time for prayer, Bible study, meditation, spiritual relaxation and we will receive “rest for our weary souls.”  That’s a promise; guaranteed by the Master himself.

Third, it is rest we receive not necessarily resolution.  God doesn’t promise to make all the problems go away that produce our stress; He does promise to give us strength and rest amidst those problems.  We can have the kind of rest that only Jesus can give, the kind of peace that only Jesus can give, if we make time for God amid our hurried and harried lives.  The dividends are immense!

