Coping with Anxiety
Day to day living can at times lead to moments of stress and anxiety. This is a perfectly normal response to the challenges of the modern world and, as such, people should feel open to talk about it and to seek help where required. Counselling, increased exercise, meditation, prayer and spending time with friends can all help to lower stress. Often contemplative reflection can help address the worries which lay beneath anxiety.

What Causes Anxiety?

One third of people experience anxiety in their adult life, often due to life changes. It is an entirely natural response to a perceived threat, as the body prepares itself to fight or run from danger. This is known as the 'fight or flight' response. Physical symptoms of 'fight or flight' include rapid breathing, an increased heart rate, sweating and trembling. Other symptoms include emotions such as fear and a strong desire to avoid specific situations, which can interfere with a happy working and social life.

Life Changes

Anxiety can be particularly common when a person experiences new challenges and a changing life situation. Examples can include, moving house, changing job, the pressures of exams and relationship pressures. This is particularly common with young people who are setting out on a new job path or who are entering studies. The pressure to succeed, together with new responsibilities and changing social patterns can all take their toll. Additionally, new challenges may include the pressures of giving presentations, interactions with superiors and the management of difficult financial circumstances.

These kinds of changes are best faced with friendship network or other support group (such as family or church groups) where you can talk over problems to realise that you are not alone.

Panic Attacks

In some cases the body will overreact to a perceived threat, leading to a feeling of panic as the heart rate increases to deal with a threatening situation. Where this is not appropriate - i.e. where neither fighting or running away will help solve the 'problem' - an excess of energy can lead to panic or anxiety attacks. This is common in confined spaces or when dealing with stresses such as public speaking and job interviews.

Seeking Help With Pressures

If the anxiety caused by life changes or other pressures persists it is important to seek help. You can try talking to your GP, friend, tutor, or counsellor to help yourself understand the best course of action. In this way you will feel as if you are taking control of your life, which is a major step in overcoming anxiety disorders. Often, taking any kind of action is enough to help lower the feeling of helplessness which often accompanies the stresses leading to anxiety.

General Well being

Whilst anxiety is caused by stressful life triggers such as the start of a new job, the end of a relationship, or bereavement, the effects can be reduced by changing lifestyle habits. Both exercise and diet have a big influence on how we cope with the pressures of daily living. Regular exercise can help to burn up excess energy thereby reducing the anxiety inducing effects of the fight or flight response. It can also help to release endorphins which make you feel better.

Similarly, what you eat can have a major effect on mood, and a balanced diet including plenty of fruit, vegetables, a low sugar intake and the avoidance of caffeine, sugar and alcohol will help to regulate mood.

Spiritual Well Being

All of the major spiritual creeds have something to say about anxiety and the need to live a stress and greed free way of life. Often, anxiety is caused by our desire for more and our tendency to compare ourselves to an idealised notion of a healthy individual. This is natural in a world driven by media images of perfection, yet this does not prevent us from looking back to the wisdom of the bible in our search for peace. Indeed, the rejection of worldly goods is central to the New Testament. It is not the accumulation of wealth which will make us happy, but the search for inner peace which may be gained through helping others.

Volunteering and giving to charity may be good ways to lower stress, according to one article published on the Harvard University Blog. There are several websites which can connect you to volunteering opportunities, such as volunteermatch.org, where you can match your volunteering request with someone's needs.

In the meantime, however you choose to lower your anxiety, whether through fitness and well being, counselling, helping others, or a mixture of the above, you can take courage in  the meantime from these words in John 14;27:

'Peace 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.'
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