
Re lax ation and Mind ful ness: A Re sponse to Stress

“L
ife is dif fi cult,” states
Scott Peck, in his
book The Road Less

Trav eled. He goes on to say
that the pro cess of  con front -
ing and solv ing prob lems is
pain ful, but it gives our lives
mean ing. “Cour age and wis dom
are called forth and we grow men -
tally and spir i tu ally.”(1)

Deal ing with daily stress ful
sit u a tions does make life dif fi -
cult, and stress has many
sources: the en vi ron ment, so -
cial ex pec ta tions, re la tion -
ships, loss, ill ness, ac ci dents,
and over whelm ing thought
pro cesses, to name a few. Our 
body re sponds to stress in a
va ri ety of  ways in clud ing
head ache, di ges tive prob lems,
heart pal pi ta tions, rapid
breath ing, in tense fa tigue, etc. 

An un checked re sponse to
stress can cause a phys i o log i cal
re ac tion, which is of ten re ferred 
to as the fight-flight-freeze
(F-F-F) re sponse. Healthy
body func tions di min ish or
shut down, and all re sources
fo cus on sur vival. Blood flow
in creases to the ex trem i ties to
al low fight or flight. Di ges tion 
slows down; rapid breath ing
in creases. This makes sense
for short pe ri ods of  time
when sur vival is the ob jec tive, 
but over a pro longed pe riod,
stress that is not man aged
may lead to se ri ous, neg a tive
long-term ef fects. The freeze
re sponse lit er ally shuts down
the body as if  par a lyzed. It
may be in re sponse to a ter ri -

fy ing ex pe ri ence such as a car
ac ci dent or an at tack. Peo ple
may pass out or men tally re -
move them selves from the sit u -
a tion so that they feel no pain.
Some times they may have no
ex plicit mem ory of  the event.
These F-F-F re sponses may
help one sur vive the mo ment,
but they then need to be re -
leased so as to al low the body
to re turn to a nor mal state of
func tion ing.

The re lax ation re sponse can
turn the stress re sponse off.
When a sit u a tion is no lon ger
deemed dan ger ous or a threat,
then the emer gency F-F-F sig -
nals can be dis con tin ued to the
brain stem, which in turn stops
send ing panic sig nals to the
ner vous sys tem. Breath ing,
heart rate, me tab o lism, mus cle
ten sion, blood pres sure all re -
turn to nor mal. Our mind has
the ca pa bil ity of  chang ing our
phys i ol ogy for the better. But
how may we trig ger the re lax -
ation re sponse?

Ex er cise is a pow er ful way to
re lease stress and ten sion. Just
as an an i mal will shake vig or -
ously to re lease ten sion, so do
we ben e fit from phys i cal ex er -
tion. Reg u lar ex er cise can re -
duce chronic stress.

Be com ing aware of  how our
bod ies re act to stress ors is an -
other help ful skill. If  we feel
anx ious about an up com ing
event or en coun ter, where do
we hold our ten sion? Take a
mo ment to fo cus on your body. 
Nam ing this aware ness helps

bring at ten tion to our stress so 
that we can re spond ap pro pri -
ately.

Deep breath ing is a good way 
to cre ate re lax ation.

Prac tice and fo cus are re -
quired to breathe with aware -
ness. We all breathe
au to mat i cally to live, but when
we pay at ten tion to our breath -
ing we may dis cover it is shal -
low and rapid rather than deep 
and re laxed. Aware ness brings
the pos si bil ity for change. Fo -
cus ing on the breath al lows us
to pause and make new
choices as to how we may re -
spond to a stress ful sit u a tion.

Mind ful ness and pres ent mo -
ment aware ness are very help -
ful prac tices to man age stress.
Much stress co mes from per -
sis tent think ing about the past  
or from worry about the fu ture 
and what if…

Corrie ten Boom, a Dutch
woman who bravely hid Jews
dur ing WWII and was later
sent to a con cen tra tion camp,
was noted for say ing, “worry
does not empty to mor row of  its sor -
row; it emp ties to day of  its
strength.”

Liv ing in the pres ent mo ment 
and fo cus ing at ten tion on what 
is hap pen ing right now does
not al low stress ful thoughts
and fears to take over. Worry
as healthy con cern al lows for
prob lem solv ing but not when
it takes over as cat a strophic
think ing.

Mind ful ness, when prac ticed
reg u larly, al lows for both deep

re lax ation and in sight. “It cul ti -
vates a way of  be ing in a har mo ni -
ous re la tion ship with what is,
whether nag ging or ob ses sive
thoughts, un com fort able feel ings, ex -
ter nal stress ors, or phys i cal dis com -
fort. By not push ing away or
re sist ing the in ter nal ex pe ri ence, a
deep ac cep tance and abil ity to rest
more fully in the pres ent mo ment can 
be cul ti vated.”(2)

One way to prac tice mind ful -
ness is to be come mind ful dur -
ing daily ac tiv i ties, such as
wash ing dishes, brush ing teeth, 
climb ing stairs, show er ing. Fo -
cus your at ten tion on just what 
you are do ing now. This al lows 
you to rec og nize if  you are on
au to matic pi lot and then to
choose to be pres ent in the
mo ment. Mind ful aware ness
puts space around our ac tiv i -
ties and thoughts and al lows us 
to see things more clearly,
from an al ter na tive per spec -
tive.

Even a lit tle bit of  mind ful -
ness brought to a sin gle mo -
ment can break the chain of
events that leads to per sis tent
un hap pi ness.

There are many books, au dio
re sources, and classes on
mind ful ness, and many ther a -
pists teach it to their cli ents as
a way to re gain con trol and
man age their stress ful lives.
“Some times just ac knowl edg ing
what’s ac tu ally go ing on in stead of
dwell ing on what ‘should’ be hap -
pen ing is all that is needed to trans -
form our ex pe ri ence.”(3)
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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. I feel dispersed, scattered, in
pieces. I 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


