Stress Points:  De-Stressing Relationships

Romans 12:9-21


As we continue our journey through the topic of stress, we come to “relationships.”  Our relationships are very often chief among our stress points.  And the closer the relationship, the more stress can be created. 


A husband and wife were squabbling (as usual), while they were on a vacation at the Grand Canyon.  The woman got so angry that she threatened her husband:  “You are such a critical man!  You correct everything I say.  One more correction from you, and I’m throwing myself off that cliff.”


Her husband answered, “That’s a bluff!”  (story file, 19.4.6)

Stressful relationships are common among husbands and wives, aren’t they?  The same is true for parents and children.

A man called his mother in Florida. “Mom, how are you doing?”

“I’ve not been feeling well,” the mother answered.

The son asked, “What seems to be the problem?”

His mother said, “I’m just weak from not eating for twelve days.”

That concerned the son, so he said, “Mom, that’s terrible! What could possibly keep you from eating for twelve days?”

Mom said, “Oh, it’s not that important, Son.  I know you’re awfully busy, but you had promised that you would call as soon as possible, and I didn’t want to have food in my mouth when you finally got around to calling me.”  (story file, 18.7.2)  The stress meter went way up on that one!  

The stories are funny, but the stress is real.  Many of us have been praying for a friend of Chris Fox, who was so stressed in her marriage, that she longed for her National Guard unit to be deployed to the war zone—so she could gain some distance from the relationship issues.   And she got her wish.  

What I want to do today is to challenge you to de-stress your relationships without having to go to Iraq to accomplish that.  Here’s the challenge in one simple sentence: (bold verse) If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.  

We’re going to break that down into three parts.  The goal is at the end:  live peaceably with all.  This is where we are headed, as Christians, toward the peace of God which passes all understanding, and which binds all people together as one.  The peace, where ultimately the lion lies down with the lamb, and nations no longer war against each other.  

Setting this goal presumes a couple of things:  1.  That you have accepted Jesus’ call to pick up your cross and follow, and 2. That you are surrendering your life to him on a daily basis.  Your goal is to go where he is, and to live in a way that pleases him.   That pre-empts such things as pride, greed, and self-service.   It assumes a lifestyle of love, generosity, and forgiveness.  

Live peaceably with all.  It’s a lofty goal, but think what would happen if we actually did that.   What if every Christian actually tried to live peaceably with all?  How would our world be different?  How would our highways be different if drivers sought to live peaceably with each other, instead of letting frustration build to road rage?  

It’s like what is true with our human body.  So much of our overall health depends on what is happening on the cellular level.  Every week, now, when Ed goes in for chemo, they look at the microscopic particles in his blood to make sure all is well, especially with his white blood cells and platelets.   What’s going on microscopically, on the cellular level, greatly affects our over all health.  So it is with the world.  What is going on in our private, interpersonal relationships, is reflected in the state of the world. And it’s not pretty.  But if we can begin to turn the tide interpersonally, that will ultimately make a difference in the world as well.  

There’s a great story told about John Winthrop, who was the first governor of Massachusetts Bay Colony.  He had a vision of a covenant community that would live in harmony and obedience to God.  Here’s what he said:  “We must follow the counsel of Micah, to do justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with our God.  For this end we must be knit together as one person.  We must entertain each other in brotherly and sisterly affection.  We must be willing to abridge ourselves of our superfluities for the supply of other’s necessities.   We must delight in each other, make other’s conditions our own, mourn together, labor and suffer together. . .as members of the same body, so shall we keep the unity of the spirit in the bond of peace.”  

John Winthrop lived as he spoke.  He was approached one day by a friend who told him that Neighbor Jones was stealing from his wood pile.  Winthrop thanked the friend for informing him of this theft and then went to Neighbor Jones and told him, “Neighbor Jones, it is a very cold winter.  If you should run short of wood, just help yourself to the wood in my wood pile.”  Then Winthrop returned to the friend who had informed on Neighbor Jones and said, “I have just cured Neighbor Jones from stealing.”  (story file, 15.11.1)    

Live peaceably with all.  That’s the goal, that’s where we are headed, and that is what ultimately will de-stress our relationships.  Now, let’s go back to the beginning of Paul’s challenge: If it is possible, so far as it depends upon you, live peaceably with all.
If it is possible.  So, maybe sometimes it is not possible to live peaceably with all.  Here we have to come back to that painful reality that there are some things we cannot control.  We cannot control what other people will do.  If you are living with someone who is prone to violent outbursts and abusive behavior, you may not be able to live peaceably with that person.  Though many people valiantly try to “keep the peace” in those situations.  But “keeping the peace” and living peaceably are two different things.  “Keeping the peace” is an attempt at denial, through keeping things calm on the outside, even though they are boiling just under the surface.  “Keeping the peace” implies that one person is dominating the other, and the other is silent or submissive.  But “living peaceably” suggests an open, honest relationship between equals.  

You may also remember that Jesus said that when people make a commitment to follow him, division and stress may be the result.  Your commitment to Christ may set you apart from others in your family or from your friends, because making that commitment leads you into a new way of life.  

So, peaceable relationships are not always possible, because we cannot control what other people will do.  But we can control what we do, so we can still de-stress our relationships.  Look at the middle phrase of this verse.  If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.  

So far as it depends on you.  Well, there’s the rub.  And there’s the key.  So far as it depends on you.  What is it that depends on you?  

A man met with his pastor to discuss his lack of patience.  “Pastor, it just seems like I am under a lot of stress.  I keep losing my temper at everyone around me without any good reason.”  

The pastor listened carefully, paused, and responded, “I see, well let’s talk about your situation.”

The man angrily rose from his chair and screamed at the pastor:  “What are you talking about, I just did talk to you about my situation!  Weren’t you listening?!? Weren’t you listening?!?”    

It’s quite easy, and seems normal, when people are in a stressful situation, to focus the blame on someone else.  It’s YOUR FAULT I am feeling the way I’m feeling.   That tendency to focus blame outward is something that we have inherited from the first family.  From Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel.  When Adam and Eve sinned, neither was willing to accept responsibility for having made a choice.  Adam blamed Eve, and Eve blamed the snake.  When Cain saw that Abel’s offering to God was pleasing to God, and his was not, he didn’t try to figure out how to please God.  Instead, in a jealous rage, he killed his brother.  Then, he said with wounded pride, “what, am I my brother’s keeper?”  

But you know what, it isn’t someone else’s fault that you are feeling the way you are feeling.  Your feelings belong to you.   No one can make you feel anything.  Sure, people do things that are nasty or rude or inconsiderate.  But they don’t have control of your feelings.  You do.  

You can’t control everything.  But you do have charge of some things.  Take responsibility for those, and be accountable for your own decisions, feelings, opinions, and beliefs. 

It boils down to the profound simplicity of the Serenity Prayer:  “God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.”   

A whole lot of stress is created when people try to control what other people are doing, while avoiding taking responsibility for their own behavior.  But if you turn that around, your stress will be reduced.  It may not be easy, making that turn.  Because you may have to make some tough decisions.  Take action or speak out in areas where you have been silent and submissive.  You may have to leave behind some relationships where peace is not possible.  You may have to make some lifestyle changes.  But in the end, your relationships will be healthier and less stressful.   
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