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Relaxation and Mindfulness: A Response to Stress

€L ife is difficult,” states

LScott Peck, in his

book The Road Less

Traveled. He goes on to say
that the process of confront-
ing and solving problems is
painful, but it gives our lives
meaning. “Courage and wisdom
are called forth and we grow men-
tally and spiritually.”(1)

Dealing with daily stressful
situations does make life diffi-
cult, and stress has many
sources: the environment, so-
cial expectations, relation-
ships, loss, illness, accidents,
and overwhelming thought
processes, to name a few. Our
body responds to stress in a
variety of ways including
headache, digestive problems,
heart palpitations, rapid
breathing, intense fatigue, etc.

An unchecked response to
stress can cause a physiological
reaction, which is often referred
to as the fight-flight-freeze
(F-F-F) response. Healthy
body functions diminish or
shut down, and all resources
focus on survival. Blood flow
increases to the extremities to
allow fight or flight. Digestion
slows down; rapid breathing
increases. This makes sense
for short periods of time
when survival is the objective,
but over a prolonged period,
stress that is not managed
may lead to serious, negative
long-term effects. The freeze
response literally shuts down
the body as if paralyzed. It
may be in response to a terri-

fying experience such as a car
accident or an attack. People
may pass out or mentally re-
move themselves from the situ-
ation so that they feel no pain.
Sometimes they may have no
explicit memory of the event.
These F-F-F responses may
help one survive the moment,
but they then need to be re-
leased so as to allow the body
to return to a normal state of
functioning.

The relaxation response can
turn the stress response off.
When a situation is no longer
deemed dangerous or a threat,
then the emergency F-F-F sig-
nals can be discontinued to the
brain stem, which in turn stops
sending panic signals to the
nervous system. Breathing,
heart rate, metabolism, muscle
tension, blood pressure all re-
turn to normal. Our mind has
the capability of changing our
physiology for the better. But
how may we trigger the relax-
ation response?

Exercise is a powerful way to
release stress and tension. Just
as an animal will shake vigor-
ously to release tension, so do
we benefit from physical exer-
tion. Regular exercise can re-
duce chronic stress.

Becoming aware of how our
bodies react to stressors is an-
other helpful skill. If we feel
anxious about an upcoming
event or encounter, where do
we hold our tension? Take a
moment to focus on your body.
Naming this awareness helps

bring attention to our stress so
that we can respond appropri-
ately.

Deep breathing is a good way
to create relaxation.

Practice and focus are re-
quired to breathe with aware-
ness. We all breathe
automatically to live, but when
we pay attention to our breath-
ing we may discover it is shal-
low and rapid rather than deep
and relaxed. Awareness brings
the possibility for change. Fo-
cusing on the breath allows us
to pause and make new
choices as to how we may re-
spond to a stressful situation.

Mindfulness and present mo-
ment awareness are very help-
ful practices to manage stress.
Much stress comes from per-
sistent thinking about the past
or from worry about the future
and what if...

Corrie ten Boom, a Dutch
woman who bravely hid Jews
during WWI1 and was later
sent to a concentration camp,
was noted for saying, “worry
does not empty tomorrow of its sor-
row; it empties today of its
strength.”

Living in the present moment
and focusing attention on what
is happening right now does
not allow stressful thoughts
and fears to take over. Worry
as healthy concern allows for
problem solving but not when
it takes over as catastrophic
thinking.

Mindfulness, when practiced
regularly, allows for both deep

relaxation and insight. “It culti-
vates a way of being in a harmoni-
ous relationship with what s,
whether nagging or obsessive
thoughts, uncomfortable feelings, ex-
ternal stressors, or physical discom-
fort. By not pushing away or
resisting the internal experience, a
deep acceptance and ability to rest
more fully in the present moment can
be cultivated.”(2)

One way to practice mindful-
ness is to become mindful dur-
ing daily activities, such as
washing dishes, brushing teeth,
climbing stairs, showering. Fo-
cus your attention on just what
you are doing now. This allows
you to recognize if you are on
automatic pilot and then to
choose to be present in the
moment. Mindful awareness
puts space around our activi-
ties and thoughts and allows us
to see things more clearly,
from an alternative perspec-
tive.

Even a little bit of mindful-
ness brought to a single mo-
ment can break the chain of
events that leads to persistent
unhappiness.

There are many books, audio
resources, and classes on
mindfulness, and many thera-
pists teach it to their clients as
a way to regain control and
manage their stressful lives.
“Sometimes just acknowledging
what’s actually going on instead of
dwelling on what ‘should’ be hap-
pening is all that is needed to trans-
form our experience.”(3)

by Lindsay Watson, M.A., RMFT




WHO WE ARE

FL continues to serve a

broad and diverse

community. We serve
several Employee Assis-
tance Plans, and our re-
ferral network draws
from clergy, physicians,
social workers, teachers
and principals, friends,
and former clients.

We are an inclusive and
interdisciplinary commu-
nity of Christian and Jew-
ish therapists, and our
areas of specialty encom-
pass clinical psychologists
(including child and ado-
lescent learning assess-
ments), registered
marriage and family ther-
apists, a family mediator,
and a GP psychotherapist
and an intern (the latter
two also work with low-
income persons). We look
forward to serving you.

For inquiries or to seek
a therapist, please leave a
message in our general
mailbox at 416-487-3613.
Our telephone reception-
ist, Betsy Barlow, will re-
turn your call.

OUR ASSOCIATES

Diane Marshall, M.Ed., RMFT
Clinical Fellow and Approved Supervisor,
AAMFT/OAMFT

Individual, Couple, and Family Therapy
Gender Issues and Life Transitions

Philip A. Classen, Ph.D., C.Psych., RMFT
Clinical Fellow and Approved Supervisor,
AAMFT/OAMFT

Individual, Couple, and Family Therapy
Adult, Adolescent, and Child Psychology
Trauma— EMDR (Level2)

Orville Green, M.Div.,, RMFT

Clinical Fellow, AAMFT/OAMFT

Individual, Couple, and Family Therapy
Employment Issues and Marriage Preparation
Immigration and Family Reintegration

Nancy Molitz, M.A., RMFT

Clinical Fellow, AAMFT/OAMFT
Individual, Couple, and Family Therapy
Performance Edge

Trauma — EMDR (Level 2)

Adrianne Sequeira, R.N., B.H.A.,
C.P.M.H.N. (C), M.Div./Counselling
Addictions and Concurrent Disorders
Individual, Couple, and Family Therapy

Ann Stocker, B.A., M.Div./Counselling
Individual, Couple, and Family Therapy

Lindsay Watson, M.A., RMFT

Clinical Fellow and Approved Supervisor, AAMFT/OAMFT
Individual, Couple, and Family Therapy

Trauma — EMDR (Level 2)

Danny Yeung, M.D., C.C.EP.
Cantonese/Mandarin/English

Medical Assessments

Individual, Couple, and Family Therapy
Trauma — EMDR (Level 2)

OUR CONSULTANTS

Child and Adolescent Psychology
Assessments and Counselling
Cheryl Noble, Ph.D., C.Psych.
Registered Psychologist

Comprehensive Family Mediation
Ed Heide, M.SW, R.SW, RMFT
Joan Sinclair, M.S.W, R.SW, Acc.EM.

Mediation and Legal Services
Virginia Hamara, B.A., LL.B.

Korean Community — Individual, Couple, Family Therapy
Suyeon Jin, M.S.\W,, M.Div.

Spanish Community — Individual and Couple Therapy
Pablo Muioz, M.A.

Psychiatric Assessments
John W. McCormick, M.D., D.Psy., ER.C.P. (C)

Registered Sex Therapist, BESTCO
Wendy Trainor, M.SW, C.S.W.
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“The Divine Will is an abyss of which the Present
Moment is the entrance. Plunge fearlessly therein,
and you will find your heart’s desire.”

Alan Watts

“Life and death are always before us. In our
imaginations, our thoughts, our words, our gestures,
our actions...even in our nonactions. This choice for
life starts in a deep interior place.”

Henri Nouwen

“I lose my centre. | feel dispersed, scattered, in
pieces. | must have time alone in which to mull over
any encounter, and to extract its juice, its essence, to
understand what has really happened to me as a
consequence of it.”

May Sarton

www.jeejeebhoy.ca
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