	Managing Stress and Anger
What Is Stress? 

We all talk about it, but what is it and what does it do to us? The place to find a definition that has to do with our minds and bodies is in the dictionary: “any stimulus, as fear or pain, that disturbs or interferes with the normal physiological equilibrium of an organism.” So now we know what stress is or do we? 

The best definition I can come up with is that anything (usually negative or worrisome) to which your mind travels the moment you put it in neutral is stress. Keep in mind there is such a thing as happy stress caused by doing happy things. We need happy stress to keep us from becoming lumps of clay. An example of happy stress is the flurry of stress-related activities that evolve from preparing for a party or having out-of-town guests whom you are anxious to see. If you view the end results of the stress as happy, it is positive stress if an unhappy ending is anticipated, it is negative stress. 

The problem is that what is stress for some may not be stress for others. Not only is their stress unique, some have less of it. Some folks as we say, are so laid back that few things in life cause them stress. Some of us are always in a dither about something. To me, not having money in the checking account the day a bill is due would be very stressful. Having car trouble is stressful. Being late for anything is stressful. Feeling that I have more to do than I have time in which to do it is stressful. Some of you agree and some of you chuckle. I know persons who could have a pile of bills with no money and it doesn’t bother them a bit. Who worries about being late? Who worries about car trouble? My son-in-law does and he’s a mechanic. What I want you to realize is that we each have our own bag of stress, and what is stress for one person can be a delightful challenge to another. 

Let’s not forget the uniqueness of stress as related to the uniqueness of personality. Actually, it is personality that dictates the type and level of psychological/emotional stress in our lives. I am one of a kind; you are one of a kind, just like a snowflake. Therefore, your stress and my stress is unique to each of us it is one of a kind. 

So how do we think we can take a stress management course and come up with a universal approach to a unique problem? I have a difficult time keeping a smug smile off my face when someone tells me that they have paid or are going to pay money to learn how to manage stress. Too often the person who has taken a course or attended a seminar comes away feeling that he or she really has a handle on coping with stress. Unless you practice what has been preached, you have just learned some new words and new ways of verbalizing your stress. From a functional position, nothing much has changed except your vocabulary. Now I am in trouble with all the professional stress-management people. 

Well, are there some universal practices that work when applied to a unique problem that is causing stress? Yes, if we make the correct diagnosis of what is causing the stress and a proper application of a principle. On one list of stress-reducing behavior was the suggestion to “dance nude in front of your pets.” However, after your pets have recovered from the shock and you perhaps have reduced your stress for the moment, if you have not done anything to reduce the cause of the stress, your pets are in for another performance. 

In my seminars with persons newly diagnosed with multiple sclerosis, coping with stress is one of the topics. Following is a list of thirty suggestions that I have collected, mostly from unremembered sources. Some will fit your situation and some won’t. 

1. Accept what you cannot change.
2. If your disability allows it, get up a little earlier each morning.
3. Don’t rely on your memory. Write things down.
4. Do unpleasant tasks as soon as possible.
5. Procrastination is a common cause of stress. DO IT NOW!
6. Be prepared to wait.
7. Dwell on the positive and your zest for life will return.
8. Keep things simple. Don’t complicate your life with frills.
9. Avoid those who worry and/or complain.
10. Organize yourself, don’t just talk about it.
11. Be more flexible.
12. Eliminate negative self-talk.
13. Do only one thing at a time.
14. Delegate to responsible people and forget it.
15. Learn to relax.
16. Learn to forgive.
17. Plan ahead. Don’t let your gas tank get below ¼ full.
18. Know where your responsibilities end and another’s begin.
19. Do not repress your feelings.
20. Express your feelings to someone you trust.
21. Seek support when the need arises.
22. Discard or repair things that don’t work properly.
23. Allow yourself time to grieve over your losses.
24. Live in the present and leave yesterday behind.
25. Like in poker, know when to fold.
26. Quit blaming yourself (or others).
27. Keep special or sacred memories close to your heart.
28. Manage your energy well. Have sensible energy priorities.
29. Pick up the pieces of your life and slowly put them back together but know that life can never be the same.
30. Take good care of you health; focus on survival and hope for the future.

Can We Always Recognize Stress? 

One of the strange aspects of stress is that more often than not it goes undetected. In a psychology class in which we were studying the effects of stress on the digestive system, we had a film showing a cat whose digestive system was exposed. It was fascinating to watch the peristaltic action process of the stomach. The cat was locally anesthetized and relaxed, but it was alert to its surroundings. It was on a comfortable table in a room approximately the size of a regulation basketball court. Quietly a dog was brought in on a leash at the very furthest corner and made to lie down and not move or bark. The moment the dog entered the large room, the cat’s digestive process stopped cold although the cat appear nonchalant. There were no other signs that the dog was upsetting the cat. Immediately upon the removal of the dog, the cat’s stomach began to churn again. 

What does that say to us? It says more than a dog in a cat’s presence stops digestion. It tells us the cause of some of our indigestion. It tells us the results of threatening behavior at mealtime for children, It tells us that although we may appear normal to ourselves and others, something can eat away at our innards. If something can stop our digestion system it can cause considerable upset in other parts of our body. 

Animals and humans have what is termed survival behavior. When sensing danger, the procedure begins with an alert/alarm response and climaxes with the decision to face it or run (flight or fight). The adrenalin gland squirts out a small, measured amount of its chemical to bring the body and mind to wake up to the possible danger. If this danger is perceived to becoming more threatening, more adrenalin is pumped into the system. The attack mode is the peak of this response to danger. Humans and animals can perform unbelievable mental and physical feats in the “attack” mode. Parents have been known to lift cars off their children. Have you ever done something in a time of stress and later wondered how you ever managed to do it? 

What Damage Can Stress Do To Our Bodies? 

Even in a simple alert mode, the body is being energized by greater-than-normal amounts of chemicals (not only adrenalin). It is like racing our automobile engine in preparation for a good start in a race. But what if the engine is raced for many hours? or days? or months? or years? Well, you say, “It’s hard on it and you will shorten its life.” Right! And so it is with our health when we are racing our engines. If we are under known or unknown stress, our body chemistry changes and we are racing our engines and it will shorten our lives. 

We have a great and wonderful auto-immune system that wards off bacteria and other enemies. Recent studies have linked stress to a repression of our auto-immune system thereby making us more vulnerable to attack from sickness and disease. Back in the late fifties, Dr. Hans Selye, a Canadian researcher proposed the theory that stress was the cause of all sickness. Of course he was the laughing stock of the medical community. However, his experiment with rats at least gave evidence that some illnesses were stress related, and I am not sure he isn’t about 90% correct. 

One of the experiments used two groups of rats: the control group and the experimental group. The food and environment of both groups were identical, but the experimental group was given a slight electrical shock that did no more than to make the rats periodically uncomfortable for a fraction of a second (a slight tingling in their feet). After several weeks applying what is called a “noxious stimulant,” both the control and the experimental groups were chilled by allowing them to swim in icy water for a short time. Of course the groups were continuously kept separate or the study would be of no value. Interestingly, all—i 00%—of the rats who had received the bothersome electrical shock came down with colds rat colds, I suppose. None of the non-stressed control group became ill. 

Although no one has brought forth empirical evidence to prove or disprove the theory that stress causes all ills, we know it adversely affects our health. Most of us recognize in our own lives that when we are stressed out, this is when we often contract colds or are invaded by a virus. Every man in the polio ward whom I had opportunity to know was under some sort of stress at the time the polio virus made its attack. Stress had reduced the auto-immune system to a point where it was too weak to fight the virus. 

Reduce stress and live happier and longer. It has become common knowledge that cancer, AIDS, multiple sclerosis are all disorders of the auto-immune system. 

Of course we know that no one lives a stress-free life. However, we should attempt to keep it at a minimum by using whatever method works for us mind over matter, or drug over mind. 

Is Stress Additive? 

What do we mean, is stress additive? Simply that each individual stress is added to the other stresses we are carrying. This is what happens when we say, “I have had a rotten day.” What made it rotten? A power failure occurred and the alarm didn’t go off. You went to leave for work or play and the car had a flat tire. Oh, you ran out of gas. The seam on the new dress ripped. 

You forgot your lunch, and on an on we could go. Our reaction to stress is not on an individual basis but all the stresses added together. If one morning your alarm failed to wake you, a flat tire greeted you in the garage, and because of your stress you ran out of gas, each one of these things combined with the others and the office secretary asked you a simple question and you exploded. 

To understand the importance of individual stresses adding themselves together for a total weight, you must also understand that each of us has our own threshold or container for stress. My stress bucket might be a quart; yours might be a gallon. No matter what it measures, it is individually ours, and when we exceed our capacity we spill over. 

Keep in mind now that we all have a stress bucket into which we toss our individual amounts of stress. Do the pennies experiment to get the idea. Take a small glass of water (think of it as your stress bucket), fill it with water to near the top and carefully slip pennies into it one at a time. At some given moment the glass will run over because you have exceeded its limit. But it was only a small, thin piece of copper that spilled the water and so it is with stress. Add all the small stresses (pennies) together and when you exceed your limit (threshold of tolerance) you run over. By eliminating just one penny (stressful situation) you would not have had to clean up the mess. Stress in our lives is no different. Remember, it was the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back! Let’s get back to stress in our lives caused by physical or mental limitations. 

Any type of disability intensifies any of the stresses your personality dictates, and then adds a few more of its’ own. Attempting to cope with a disability, your own or another person’s, will make mole hills look like mountains. When we are unable to recognize these mountains as the mole hills they really are, we react to them as we perceive them, and the stress is multiplied. Reducing hurtful stress in anyone’s life is important, but because there is more of it when a disability is involved we must be militant in our war against stress. 

What About Pain? 

In our definition of stress, there was the word pain. Well, I am an organism, so how does pain affect me? We are not going to get deeply into the subject of pain, but I want you to realize its potential for causing stress which does all those nasty things to us that we just read. 

The body has its own way of coping with pain. When something hurts, the brain tells the manufacturing plant to develop or release more endorphins. We can even “psych” up or induce our manufacturing plant into higher output to withstand pain by the power of thinking. I was always fascinated by the Indian fakir (not faker) who could lie on a bed of spikes and not howl with pain, or those walking on white-hot coals. The orientals use this phenomenon in their martial arts performances. If I tried to break a board with my fist, I would suffer excruciating pain. Long-lasting, non-treatable pain is devastating to the body and mind, even what is often referred to as a “nagging” back ache. In the past decade there has been much work done on treating pain by all sorts of methods including bio-feedback. There are pain clinics and pain centers of every size and description. What none of us wants to hear is, “You’ll just have to learn to live with it.” However, that is just what many of us have to do. 

How Can We Control Our Anger 

In chapter one we talked about anger, but this was primarily related to anger over the happening of our disability. Now we are discussing anger that is generated by things other than the happening of our disability the happenings and frustrations of daily living. You may not be disabled yourself, but you may suffer the infuriating frustrations of disability if your are deeply involved with someone who is. You are human, and therefore you must cope with one of our most volatile human emotions. 

Those of us with disabilities have the added dimension of our limitations. A number of years ago in a seminar I was the speaker on disability. Several speakers overran their time limit and the five minutes each of us had been allowed for the recap was cut to one word. How could one word describe disability. Suddenly it came to me frustration. 

Of the common causes of anger, frustration (being powerless) is perhaps the most common; therefore, it would be expected that persons with disabilities will be more possessed by anger than if they were able bodied. One man said to me: “You know, if I didn’t know how to do so many things, my disability would be much easier to handle.” To have the mental ability to complete difficult tasks but have a body that disallows that ability, is frustrating beyond measure. 

Unchecked anger is dangerous both to the person who is wielding it as well as the object or target of that anger. That object can be another human or just a thing. My anger is usually vented at things things that go wrong; things that don’t work right; things that are dropped or broken things, things, things not at people. My anger is most often directed at myself. 

Anger is dangerous not only to things and others, but to you and me. However, we must differentiate between righteous indignation and uncontrolled fury. A slight irritation is on one end of the spectrum, and angry-enough-to-kill on the other end. Apart from the legal consequences of uncontrolled anger, there are the physical consequences. Anger and stress act very similarly on the body. Have you not heard the phrase, “hot under the collar” as another definition of anger? Yes, you actually do get hot under the collar. Why? It is because your heart rate increases, the adrenalin flows, and all the other stress-related changes that take place. 

There are myriads of books written on coping with anger, but you may not have read or owned any of them. This book you are reading so it is my responsibility to give you some of my solutions for coping with anger. 

Unfortunately, we are sometimes victims of our ancestors or ethnic backgrounds. Some ethnic groups are noted for their “short fuses,” and most often are very proud of that fact. In some families anger out of control is tolerated, in others it is not. Anger-aroused physical attacks are acceptable in some cultures, in others they are not. 

The old steam locomotive required a “head of steam” to move. A “working head of steam” was needed to allow the locomotive to do what it was designed to do work. And finally, the “dangerous head of steam” that could rupture the boiler or tubes. The Wreck of the Old Southern 97, the song of the prior century, told the story of the disaster of a dangerous head of steam. Of course in later years safety valves were installed on steam boilers to prevent such explosions. 

Our “working head of steam” is important for living life, but we must guard against the danger of having too much of a good thing. For a few more words on anger and wrath, let’s turn to the oldest book on psychology that I have in my library the Bible. Anger is mentioned 260 times, angry 69 times, and wrath 214 times. Can we gather value and advice on handling anger from these verses? 

“He that is slow to wrath is of great understanding: but he that is hasty of spirit exalteth folly.” (Proverbs 14:29) An application of this to what we are saying is that long fuse is wise and a short fuse causes us to do or say foolish things. “Scornful men bring a city into a snare: but wise men turn away wrath.” (Proverbs 29:8) Wrathful anger of a few often puts a noose around the necks of everyone in the group. “Be ye angry, and sin not: let not the sun go down upon your wrath.” (Ephesians 4:26) There is nothing wrong with anger if it is held in check, but don’t let it fester and create an open wound. The key to this is forgiveness (#16 in the list of stress-management practices)—and the sooner, the better. Forgive others and yourself. 

Okay, but what is the most used weapon against anger that I use myself and encourage others to use it? It is the act of “nipping it (the anger) in the bud.” Before the working head of steam gets out of hand, do something about it. STOP! ANALYZE what is happening or going to happen. Then search for some way to help you cool off and let the scalding steam pass out safely. Do something else for a while. Get a cup of coffee. Do something the moment you feel the pressure rising. Once your pop valve opens, you cant shut it off. 

There is nothing we have discussed on anger that is unusual or profound. You knew all this, but you may not have realized how disability exacerbates or adds to normal run-of-the-mill frustration. You also may not have realized that from the standpoint of body chemistry, anger and stress cause parallel reactions. Avoid negative stress and negative anger and you will live happier, healthier, and longer. 

Also keep in mind that persons with brain dysfunctions, depressed or otherwise-stressed persons, often suffer a loss of emotional control. This is often the case with persons with multiple sclerosis, stroke victims, and other diseases or conditions of the nervous system. You cry more easily; you give up (or in) more easily; your anger is kindled at a lower temperature (short fuse syndrome). Reduce your level of stress and you automatically lengthen the fuse on your anger. Easier said than done, but work on controlling it for your own benefit. 
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Forgive others and yourself. 
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