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This article is a synopsis of research which went into the 
publication of Stress. The Path to Peace. (IVP, 2014). The 
book makes practical and ministry applications of the 
foundational understanding of stress and its management 
today. The purpose of this article is to assist Church  
leaders by considering the four main ways in which stress 
is manifested and managed, namely: Personally,  
Culturally, Theologically and Practically. 

Personal Challenges

a. Pneumonia
Most of us end up publishing books in the 
hope that we will find answers for ourselves, 
and thereby offer assistance for others. 
My own experience of stress is probably not too 
different to the experience of others. Whilst 
there are important lessons to be learnt from 
personal experience, it is fair to say that these 
lessons need to keep being relearned through-
out life and do not just issue from personal 
crises. Perhaps most importantly, we need to be 
reminded that the best help comes from a life 
that is realigned to the purposes for humanity 
found in the Gospel.

It was in 1997 that I first gave the topic of stress 
some serious thought. I was busy with the  

activities of pastoral ministry in Trinity 
Church, Buxton, involved in wider Church 
leadership, completing part time postgraduate 
study and seeking to be a good husband and 
father to our growing family.
At the end of a long winter, I went down with a 
nasty bought of pneumonia which hospitalised 
me for a week and put me out of action for 
several months. With the benefit of hindsight, 
I think that the Lord was keen for me to learn a 
couple of key lessons.

The first was that God will jealously fight for 
the exclusive right to rule our hearts (Exod. 
20:4-6).The idols which were competing for my 
attention were largely located around finding 
my identity wrapped up in ministry and leader-
ship in the Church. It is very easy to believe 
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that my worth as a human being is to be found 
in my apparent success in work, but when pro-
ductivity and power are snatched away through 
circumstances beyond my control, finding a 
theological answer to questions of human iden-
tity becomes very important.
The second poignant lesson is 
that I am not able to control 
completely my own destiny. A 
period of ill health has a remark-
able ability to shake one’s sense 
of independence. Control is the 
thing that we want in life, but 
sometimes life’s circumstances 
make it abundantly clear that 
there are so many things which we cannot 
control. 
This latter point is particularly relevant as 
I arrive at a definition of stress and brings 
theological understanding to the topic of stress 
management.  

b.  Christian Stresses
My experiences of stress are not unique, of 
course. In fact it would seem that most people 
in the western world are struggling with the is-
sue of stress. Is stress a peculiarly 21st Century 
problem? The answer is both ‘yes’ and ‘no’.

There are plenty of new pressures associ-
ated with modern life in the west in the 21st 
Century. For example, despite the amount 
of labour-saving devices and gadgets we own, 
expectations from work (to always be available 
through smart phones/email); expectations on 
our social life (to “have it all”, “live life to the 
full”, always be busy); the challenges of urban 
living (commuting, noise, pollution, longing 
for the country/seaside); pressures on family 
life (social mobility means we rarely live in the 
community in which we were brought up, and 
often are far from extended family and friends); 
and the contemporary challenges to Church 
(Sunday is just like any other day, Christians 
feel like a distinct minority in a secular culture) 
are but a few. The pace and rate of change can 
make it feel like stress is greater now than it 

ever was before.
Having acknowledged the modern problems 
forms of stress, it is also important to recognise 
that stress has always been an issue for fallen 
humanity. For example, look at David’s experi-
ences in Psalm 25:

 I trust in you (Lord); do 
 not let me be put to 
 shame, nor let my enemies 
 triumph over me” (v2). y

 David knew what it was like to feel under  
 pressure; to feel the hostility of those 
 around him.

 My eyes are ever on the 
 Lord, for only he will 
 release my feet from the 
 snare” (v15).  y

 He felt trapped, out of control.

 Turn to me and be 
 gracious to me, for I am 
 lonely and afflicted” 
 (v16).

 David knew loneliness; he felt unloved by 
 those around him.

 Relieve the troubles of 
 my heart and free me from 
 my anguish” (v17).

  His heart was troubled; he experiences   
  anxiety, with affliction and distress (v18).

David may articulate his troubles using differ-
ent words, and he certainly does not talk of 
“stress”.  But stressed people today speak of 
anxiety, worry, loneliness, frustrated ambition, 
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or feeling unloved, pressurised, unmotivated, 
and so on, as all being consequences of stress. 
These too were the psalmist’s experience. We 
may also learn from David the help that is to be 
found in looking to the Lord.
Do Christians experience less stress? The 
surveys outlined below seem to indicate not. 
In part that is because we have greater expecta-
tions of ourselves. Jesus himself sets the bar 
high: “Be perfect for your heavenly Father is 
perfect” (Matt 5:48) and yet we all resonate 
with Paul’s cry “Oh wretched man that I am, 
who will deliver me from this body of death” 
(Rom 7:24, NKJV).
We have higher expectations of one another 
(“love one another deeply from the heart”, 
writes Peter, 1 Pet 1:22), but we also believe in 
the reality of forgiveness and relief from con-
demnation and guilt (see Rom 8:1; 1 Jn 1:8f.).

Christians, it seems, are no less stressed. How-
ever, this article is written out of a conviction 
that the Bible and the Holy Spirit provide rich 
resources to manage stress.

Cultural Challenges

Upon leaving Buxton I went to be Vicar of a 
St Luke’s, Wimbledon Park. This congregation 
and parish were made up, largely, of those who 
make the 45 minute commute into central Lon-
don for work. The small, expensive, terraced 
houses of SW19 made a great starter home in 
this part of London, and previously boasted the 
highest birth rate per head of the population.
Stress was a frequent topic of conversation 
within in the congregation and the wider par-
ish.

a.  Surveys

In 2001 I, along with members of St Luke’s 
Wimbledon Park, surveyed as many of the 
1,500 homes in our small parish as possi-
ble. The goal of the survey was to talk about 

parishioners’ experience of stress and to offer 
them the opportunity to explore the Christian 
faith as a possible solution. We compared these 
answers with those received from members of 
the Church.

How often do you experience stress?
Parish

5% 
never

31% 
occasionally

6% 
monthly

26% 
weekly

32% 
daily

Congregation 

1% 
never

33% 
occasionally

4% 
monthly

16% 
weekly

46% 
daily

Apparently, attending Church does not inherently 
appear to reduce an individual’s experience of stress. 
We will return to this point shortly.

Do you think that the Christian faith 
offers help with stress?
Parish

11% 
no

19% 
not sure

70% 
yes

Congregation 

3% 
no

9% 
not sure

88% 
yes

Whilst acknowledging the very subjective nature of 
this, and all of the questions, these answers imply 
that Christians, whilst experiencing similar stress 
levels to everyone else, nevertheless, have accessed 
some relief as a result of their Christian faith. 

Do you think that the Christian faith 
offers real hope for life beyond the 
grave?
Parish

16% 
no

30% 
not sure

54% 
yes
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Congregation 

1% 
no

18% 
not sure

81% 
yes

This response is intriguing both in terms of the 
18% of Church members who do not think 
that the Christian faith offers real hope for life 
beyond the grave, and the 54% of non-Church 
attenders  think that it does! It would appear 
that there are plenty of people who do not 
darken a Church’s door yet really hope, wish, 
or believe that the Christian faith was 
indeed true!
The door-to-door survey concluded by 
inviting people to explore the Christian 
faith further – and 50 people attended a 
follow-up Alpha course as a result. 
We also offered them an evangelistic 
booklet which I have written entitled 
Longing for Paradise1? 

In 2013 I conducted another survey 
which asked similar questions via online survey 
tools with a specific Christian audience in 
mind. This survey sought to elicit the tell-tale 
signs of being stressed and find out what 
Christians call upon to help them at such 
times.

1. What is the number one tell-tale sign that 
you are stressed?

Roughly in order of greatest to least the follow-
ing answers were provided by participants: 
•    irritability, grumpiness, 
•    anxiety
•    sleep trouble
•    withdrawal, distraction and escape
•    headaches, stomach aches, muscle tension, 
       skin complaints and fuzzy thinking.

These responses pointed to the combined 
impact on mental, physical and emotional well-
being.

2. Does the Christian faith help with your 
stress? Why/why not?

94% of respondents claimed that their faith 
helped them in times of stress.

Key helps for Christians are the reminders that 
God is in control; that he is a loving heavenly 
Father who cares for his children; that he gives 
clear directions for life in His word, the Bible; 
and that the Holy Spirit gives peace and pur-
pose to life (see Phil 4:6f.).

3.  What are the main ways in which you deal 
with stress?

Numerous responses were given here, but they 
may be summarised into:
•    Spiritual Disciplines – prayer, bible  
       reading, praise, Christian friendship, 
       Sabbath observance
•    Enjoyment of Creation – exercise, 
       countryside
•    Prioritising and Organising - talking with 
       colleagues/spouse/friends, managing 
       workload, avoiding and escapism, 
       procrastination and overindulgence.

Definitions
Two particular studies have been helpful to me 
in working out a definition of stress.

i.  Holmes, T. H., & Rahe, R. H. (1967). The 
social readjustment rating scale. Journal of 
Psychosomatic Research, 11, 213.

Psychiatrists Thomas Holmes and Richard 
Rahe surveyed more than 5000 patients over a 
two year period in order to discover whether or 
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patients over a two year 
period in order to discover 
whether or not stress contrib-
utes to illness2. 

They identified 43 life events 
(or “Life Change Units”) and 
asked contributors to score 
them according to the stress. The 
higher the score, the higher the 
stress.

The self-test is assumed to give 
an indication of the likelihood of ill-
ness or accident. They argued that if the Life 
Change Units score was below 150 there was a 
35% chance of illness or accident within two 
years. If the LCU score was between 150 - 300: 
there was a 51% chance and for an LCU score  
over 300 there  was an 80% chance of illness or 
accident.

The research had two phases. The first was 
with psychiatric patients and a control group to 
work out the Social Readjustment Rating Scale.  
Using a simple paper and pencil method, 
394 participants rated the significance of life 
changing events and how long it took for them 
to recover from each of the listed events. The 
psychiatrists then compared the answers from 
the control group with those of the patients 
and evaluated how the weighting was assigned 
to each of the 43 categories and used these rat-
ings  for the larger survey.

The second phase was with a sampling of 5,000 
people in which participants were asked to re-
cord their experience of the 43 events they had 
experienced in the last two years.

Although there is still significant subjectivity in 
the method of scoring stress, Holmes and Rahe 
argue that a large sampling of people gives a
strong indication of how much stress is likely to 
be induced by  various life events.

They demonstrate a pretty convincing link 
between high stress and illness. By inference, 
reducing the environmental variables is likely 
to reduce the timing of the onset of illness.

So I deeply understand those who fear the 
whole concept of meaning, those who fear the 
big story, the big picture, the coherent account 
of reality, the metanarrative. It is an entirely un-
derstandable fear that, if you have a complete 
account of history, you will end up imposing 
it on others. As one post-modern writer put it, 
‘All ideology wreaks of the death camps.’ 

Holmes and Rahe Life Change 
Scale Stress Test 

What events have happened to 
you in the past 12 months?

Life Event   Event Value
 
Death of spouse    100
Divorce     73
Marital separation   65
Jail term     63
Death of close family member   63
Personal injury/illness    53

...understand those who 
fear the whole concept 
of meaning, those who 

fear the big story... 
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Marriage     50
Fired from work    47
Marital reconciliation   45
Retirement    45
Change in family member’s health  44
Pregnancy    40
Sex difficulties    39
Addition to family   39
Business readjustment   39
Change in financial status   38
Death of a close friend   37
Change in number of marital arguments 35
Mortgage/Loan greater than $10,000 31
Foreclosure of mortgage/loan  30
Change in work responsibilities  29
Son/daughter leaving home  29
Trouble with in-laws   29
Outstanding achievement   28
Spouse begins work   26
Start or finish school   26
Change in living conditions  25
Revision of personal habits   24
Trouble with boss    23
Change in work hours, conditions  20
Change in residence   20
Change in school    20
Change in recreational habits  19
Change in religious activities  19
Change in social activities   18
Mortgage/Loan less than $10,000  18
Change in sleeping habits   16
Change in number of family gatherings 15
Change in eating habits   15
Vacation     13
Celebrated Christmas/Hanukkah  12
Minor violation of law   11

It appears fairly universally agreed that the 
score from the Holmes and Rahe stress test (the 
Social Readjustment Scale) sets the standard 
for assessing the amount of stress and the 
likelihood of it causing long term impact in a 
patient’s life. 

A more thorough examination of the physical 
and emotional effects of stress may be found 
in Robert M. Sapolsky’s recently revised Why 
Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers3. 

The author makes the point that we tend not 
to lie awake at night worrying about whether 
we have leprosy or malaria. Rather, the diseases 
we fear most are those such as heart disease 
and cancer, which are the result of a slow build-
up. When stressed, our body turns on the same 
physiological responses as an animal’s – the 
so-called “fight or flight” principle.  However, 
in the modern age, we do not resolve conflict 
in the way our ancient forebears (or Zebras be-
ing chased by Lions) did, namely, by fighting or 
fleeing. Over time, our responses to stress can 
make us prone to slow build-up diseases (like 
heart disease/cancer). Prolonged stress causes 
or intensifies physical and mental afflictions, 
including depression, ulcers, colitis, heart 
disease, and so on. Better understanding the 
physiology will help humans react better to the 
“fight or flight” reaction.

Before we arrive at a working definition of 
stress it is worth noting that stress may appar-
ently be good for/useful to us demonstrated 
in what is known as the Yerkes Dodson Bell 
Curve.

ii.  Yerkes Dodson Bell Curve

The Yerkes Dodson Law was first described in 
1908 by psychologists Robert Yerkes and John 
Dillingham Dodson. They discovered that mild 
electrical shocks could be used to motivate rats 
to complete a maze, but when the electrical 
shocks became too strong, the rats would scurry 
around in random directions to escape. The 
experiment demonstrated that increasing stress 
and arousal levels could help focus motivation 
and attention on the task at hand, but only up 
to a certain point.

The law is a useful tool for understanding how 
the stress cycle works, and how and why stress 
might in fact be good for us too. The research-
ers noted a definitive increase in performance 
after “arousal” but they also noted that it peters 
out quickly. Research has found that differ-
ent tasks require different levels of arousal for 
optimal performance. For example, difficult 
or intellectually demanding tasks may require 
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different levels of arousal for optimal per-
formance. For example, difficult or intellec-
tually demanding tasks may require a lower 
level of arousal (to facilitate concentration), 
whereas tasks demanding stamina or persis-
tence may be performed better with higher 
levels of arousal (to increase motivation).  
Similarly doing the washing up, driving the 
car, running a 100 metre sprint, knitting… 
each of these require different levels of 
intensity and different rates of recovery.

Due to task differences, the shape 
of the curve can be highly vari-
able4.  For simple or well-learned 
tasks, the relationship can be 
considered linear with improve-
ments in performance as arousal 
increases. For complex, unfamiliar, 
or difficult tasks, the relationship 
between arousal and performance 
becomes inverse, with declines in 
performance as arousal increases.

The Bell Curve helps to explain why we 
feel “flat” after a good holiday, or totally 
exhausted and unmotivated on the Mon-
day after an exciting but tiring Sunday of 
Church worship. The finding of Yerkes and 
Dodson also helps us appreciate why the 
rhythm of work, worship, and rest is built 
into human flourishing by a good creator 
God (more on this shortly).

iii. A working definition
The Health and Safety Executive’s formal 
definition of work related stress is: 

4  Diamond, David M.; Adam M. Campbell; Collin R. 
Park; Joshua Halonen; Phillip R. Zoladz (2007-03-28). 
“The Temporal Dynamics Model of Emotional Memory 
Processing: A Synthesis on the Neurobiological Basis 
of Stress-Induced Amnesia, Flashbulb and Traumatic 
Memories, and the Yerkes-Dodson Law”. Neural Plasticity 
2007: 60803

“The adverse reaction people have to exces-
sive pressures or other types of demand 
placed on them at work.” 
 
Stress is not an illness – it is a state. How-
ever, if stress becomes too excessive and 
prolonged, mental and physical illness may 
develop. 

A more useful definition, and perhaps also 
the simplest, is from social scientist Richard 

Lazarus: “Stress occurs when an individual 
perceives that the demands of an external 
situation are beyond his or her perceived 
ability to cope with them.” Or, to put it in 
even simpler terms: “Stress is what we expe-
rience when we feel out of control”. 
The issue of “control” is important to 
consider from a theological point of view. 
When I was recovering from pneumonia I 
wrestled with the anxiety and frustration of 
being “out of control”. I had to learn to be 
dependent upon others and live with the 
fact that I was unable to  work for a period 
of several months. As I reflected my physi-
cal weakness, I was also aware of the great 
encouragement that came by appreciating 
that God is sovereign, ultimately in con-
trol, ruling over me and the whole of the 
universe. This, I believe, is at the heart of 
how a Christian response to stress needs to 
have a robust theological understanding of 
“control”.

Stress is what we 
experience when 

we feel out of 
control

Stress Part 2 will be out on 
30th Mar 2016
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