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Session Three - Do not worry

Introduction

This session is about worry and anxiety, 
something that everyone will have 
experienced at some time or other. Anxiety is 
a normal, healthy reaction to times of stress 
and worry. It causes our bodily functions to 
speed up, which in certain circumstances can 
be a good thing: for example, if we need to 
escape quickly from a dangerous situation, 
or protect ourselves from a threat. It is an 
amazing and essential part of how God made 
us. 

However, it becomes a problem if it starts to 
interfere with our day to day living   — if we 
experience anxiety when we do not need to 
engage in ‘fight or flight’. So it is helpful to 
learn how to control and minimise anxiety, 
and it can often be done without needing to 
resort to professional help or medication. 

Remember, as it is a normal reaction, it isn’t 
possible or desirable to get rid of it altogether, 
but it is possible to learn to manage it.

Do not be anxious about anything, 
but in everything, by prayer 
and petition, with thanksgiving, 
present your requests to God.

 (Philippians 4,6)

What is anxiety?

Again, the key to managing something is 
gaining some understanding of it. Anxiety 
occurs when we are somehow living out of 
balance with our surroundings. We perceive 
or prepare ourselves for some kind of threat 
when it is unnecessary and unhelpful to 
do so. It can be broken down into three 
components:

1.  Thinking: This includes your ideas and 
beliefs, the internal commentary you make 
to yourself, the ‘forward and re-winding’ 
that we spoke about in session 2, or the 
mental images you may create of what may 
happen in the situation you fear.

2.  Physical sensations: These can include 
irregular breathing, hyperventilating (feeling 
unable to breathe properly, so breathing 
very quickly and deeply), churning stomach, 
sweating, shaking and racing heart.

3.  Behaviour: How you behave when faced 
with a situation you fear. This can include 
avoiding the situation (either by not going 
into it in the first place, or by leaving it as 
soon as possible), becoming irritable or 
impulsive, freezing and unhelpful coping 
strategies such as substance use.
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Worrying thoughts
“What if...?”

“Now I’ll never...”
“I’m going to die...”

Physical Symptoms
Racing heart

Churning stomach
Fast breathing

Shaking

Changed behaviour
Freezing

Lashing out
Drink or drugs

Actually, it is sometimes hard to separate out 
the different components as one thing often 
leads to another, causing a vicious cycle, like 
in this diagram:

Increased levels 
of stress

Feeling unable to 
cope

Life more 
complicated

What maintains or 
increases anxiety?

In order to reduce our anxiety levels we first 
need to understand some of the things which 
serve to maintain our anxiety.  The two main 
ones are:

   1.  Beliefs: Having looked in Session One 
at the factors that affect our ability to 
cope, one factor we need to be aware of 
particularly is that of listening to ‘worry 
thoughts’. We all have these thoughts 
from time to time, but they are unhelpful 
and can cause things to spiral out of 
control. We can get stuck in a cycle 
of worrying about something which 
results in physical symptoms or changed 
behaviour, which causes us to worry even 
more, causing things to get even worse. 
What we believe about a situation and its 
possible consequences plays a large part 
in maintaining or increasing our anxiety. 
For example, someone who is nervous 

of lifts is likely to become very distressed 
if the lift stops between floors, believing 
that it is about to plummet to the bottom 
of the lift shaft, killing or maiming all 
occupants. Someone thinking more 
clearly would be aware that stopping 
between floors is unlikely to be caused 
by a problem with the cable mechanism 
or any of the safety devices and more 
likely to be related to the power supply. 
Inconvenient, but not dangerous. 

   2.  Avoidance: If you never expose yourself 
to the situation that causes you to 
become anxious, the short-term gain 
is offset by the fact that you will never 
learn to tolerate it, and may find yourself 
unavoidably confronted by it at a very 
inconvenient time.                                       

        Every time we successfully avoid the 
situation (and associated anxiety) we 
make it more likely that that is what we 
will do next time the situation occurs. 
Many people who experience anxiety 
are surprised to learn that if you stay 
in a difficult situation, things don’t 
tend to go from bad to worse. Your 
anxiety will plateau and then actually 
start to decrease rather than becoming 
unbearable. By repeated exposure to 
the situation, the level of anxiety can be 
reduced greatly. If you always leave the 
situation, you will never come to learn 
this for yourself.
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What can we do to 
get better?

We don’t need to stay anxious, particularly 
when we understand what is causing it and 
what is maintaining it. We can learn simple 
techniques to manage our anxiety levels. Jesus 
said ‘come to me you who are heavy laden 
and I will give you rest’.

Relaxation

Use the three techniques from the last 
session; three point check, autogenic 
relaxation, and Jesus Prayer. Use them as 
often as you are able, at least daily, and 
whenever feeling anxiety rising. Reduce 
caffeine intake and try to get enough 
sleep. Make sure you take regular time 
out to engage in hobbies.

Exercise

Regular exercise improves our mood and 
enhances our coping skills by balancing 
our brain chemicals. Take up brisk walking 
or jogging, or join a sports club or a gym. 
Ensure that your diet is balanced and 
healthy enough to maintain an active 
lifestyle.

To improve our ability to deal with anxiety 
we need to remember to REST:

Relaxation

Exercise

Self-talk and thought challenging

Turning attention away

Self-talk and thought 
challenging

This is the skill of identifying and 
challenging thoughts that increase worry 
and replacing them with positive thoughts. 
We need to start by identifying which 
negative thoughts we are particularly 
susceptible to. It can be helpful to make 
some notes whenever we become worried 
about what exactly it was we were 
thinking just before and during the period 
we were anxious. As we get used to 
taking notes like this we become better at 
identifying processes in our thinking and 
often there are some particular thoughts 
or themes that arise. We then need to 
challenge these thoughts or themes. Are 
they rational? Is it all an exaggeration? 
Then write down a replacement thought 
that is more balanced and positive. Next 
time you begin to get worried and identify 
your problematic thought, replace it with 
the positive one you have written down.

Soon you will be able to use this skill in 
new or unexpected situations.

Turning attention away 

This is not the same as avoidance, which 
involves not dealing with difficulties. To 
turn away from anxiety means to learn 
how to not dwell on anxious thoughts or 
physical symptoms by using the mind in 
another way, such as learning and reciting 
something that is meaningful to you when 
stressed, doing a puzzle or crossword, 
contacting a friend for a chat (about 
something unrelated to your anxiety), 
or praying for others less fortunate than 
yourself.
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When panic sets in 
(optional section)

An extreme form of anxiety is known as 
a panic attack. As well as severe physical 
symptoms, there is a strong sense of fear 
and confusion. When panic starts, sensible 
thinking stops, and you cannot depend on 
being able to think clearly to bring the attack 
to an end. 

If you are susceptible to panic attacks, it often 
isn’t possible to think clearly at the time you 
experience one so it is vital that you learn 
these important tips:

   1.  Remember that the feelings you are 
having are nothing more than an 
exaggeration of a normal, healthy 
reaction to stress.

   2.  If you are breathing very fast and 
deeply and gasping for air (called 
‘hyperventilating’), cover your mouth 
with an open paper bag and breathe in 
and out of it for 30 seconds or so. Your 
breathing will start to slow. Do this until 
your breathing is more comfortable. If 

you don’t have a paper bag, try gently 
cupping your hands over your mouth 
and counting to 5 before each in-breath, 
trying to breathe as slowly as you can.

   3.  You cannot come to any harm, so do 
not be afraid. Fear can only make things 
worse.  A lot of people worry that they 
are going to faint when having a panic 
attack, however, this rarely happens 
given that your blood pressure will rise 
during panic, whereas fainting is typically 
associated with a drop in blood pressure.

   4.  Wait and give time for the fear to pass. 
Don’t fight it or run away from it. Just 
accept it.

   5.  Notice that as you stop adding 
frightening thoughts the fear starts to 
fade away.

   6.  Think about the progress you have made 
in being able to deal with panic yourself. 
Think how pleased you will be when you 
succeed this time.

   7.  When you feel better, start off in an easy, 
relaxed way. There is no need to hurry. 
Use a relaxation technique if possible (see 
session two).
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Homework
Keep a diary sheet of any episodes of feeling 
stressed or anxious. Write down all the 
thoughts from just beforehand to just 
afterwards. Did anything help? Did anything 
make it worse? Can you identify any of your 
negative thoughts and come up with a positive 
alternative?    

Notes

Lord God, help us not to worry, 
but to have increased confidence 
in your love for us so that we can 
be at peace. Amen.


