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Anxiety & 

Emotional Maturity 

 

Anxiety 
 

What is anxiety? 

 

• Anxiety is the brain’s physiological reaction to a real or perceived threat. 

 

• IMPORTANT:  If you are anxious, you are a human being.   

 

• IMPORTANT:  Anxiety has the potential both to help us and to harm us. 

 

• Two kinds of anxiety: 

o Acute:  attached to a particular event.  (For example, a car accident or a bear 

attack or being scared in the dark) 

o Chronic: a background level of anxiety we carry with us.  Often programmed into 

us during our years in our family of origin. 

 

• What happens when we are anxious? 

 

o We “fizz” or “vibrate”.  That is, we have an immediate physiological response:  

an increase in our heart rate, respiratory rate and perspiration.  In other words, 

we start fizzing or vibrating. 

o Our anxiety is contagious.  Our fizzing makes others around us fizz.  It ripples 

through the system. 

o We can’t think.  As our feelings get stirred up, our thinking shuts down (this has 

been physiologically proven by neurologists).   

� This is a very valuable physiological reaction during acute anxiety.  When 

a car is about to T-bone us, we don’t want to stop and think through a 

decision … we need to react!   

� This is a destructive byproduct of chronic anxiety.  Since we are unable to 

think, we are unable to act according to our best intentions and our most 

deeply held values.  Instead, we emotionally react.  Individually, we say 

things we don’t want to say and do things we don’t want to do.  

Collectively, we fail to have healthy dialogue about God’s intentions for 

us. 

o During anxious moments, we seek to lessen the anxiety and tend to do so in 

predictable, patterned ways.  (see “Symptoms of Anxiety” below) 



2 

 

o When confronted with an anxious situation, we tend to default to a mentality 

that the other person is wrong and we are right, instead of being able to calmly 

say, “Here’s what I believe.  I want to hear what you believe.” 

 

• Even though we know the right thing to do, we are less likely to be able to do it.  Here’s 

why:  every time we know the right thing to do, there is pressure to do otherwise. That 

pressure creates anxiety and the anxiety prevents us from doing the right thing. 

 

• Behind every conflict is anxiety and under every bit of anxiety is a real or perceived 

“threat.”  So, if we see anxiety, we should seek to unearth the threat.  If we address the 

threat and make it less threatening, there may be less anxiety and thus, less conflict! 

 

• Also, notice this:  When God is present, anxiety is often present.  We have a mental 

model that God’s presence is always a feeling of peace.   But, that is a faulty mental 

model.  If you read the Gospels, you notice that Jesus created anxiety almost 

everywhere he went.  True, he came to “bring peace” and his “yoke is easy”, but the 

first thing he does is create anxiety!  Here’s a few examples:  

o He’s driven out of town in Luke 4,  

o many disciples walk away in John 6 

o says some harsh truth to the woman in John 4,  

o the seven “woes” of Matthew 23,  

o “you have heard it said, but I say to you …” in the Sermon on the Mount,  

o The rigors of following him Luke 9:57ff and Luke 14:26ff 

o Etc, etc. 

 

• Similarly, when a leader leads, a system gets anxious.  And it can have a similar effect to 

that of Christ’s actions: i.e., the system can benefit from injecting anxiety in the system.  

For instance, raising the level of urgency creates anxiety—it might be a negative anxiety 

to some, but pure excitement to others.  Good anxiety is absolutely necessary for 

growth toward God’s Preferred Future. 

 

Symptoms of Anxiety: (4 common reactions) 

• Conflict - fight 

• Distance - flight 

• Over/under-functioning 
o Over-functioning is taking responsibility for things that don’t belong to me and do belong to 

others. 

o Under-functioning is not taking responsibility for things that do belong to me. 

• Projection (triangles) 

 

What do you do when you do what you do? 
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These common reactions to anxiety are very natural and not bad in and of themselves.  They 

only become a negative influence when we fail to recognize our anxious reaction and 

combat the negative effects.  Therefore, we need to compile strategies that will help us 

“undo what we did when we did what we always do.” 

 

Characteristics of an anxious congregation: 

• heightened reactivity 

• herding instinct 

• blame displacement (instead of owning up to our role) 

• looking for a quick fix 

• in sum, ineffective leadership (need confident courageous compassionate leadership) 

 

What does your congregation do when it does what it does? 

Notice: “doing what we always do” often prevents us from following Jesus!   

 

 

When we see these characteristics/symptoms, it’s not enough to simply say, “Look, there’s 

anxiety!”  Instead, we need to ask “what is the source of this anxiety?  What is the 

perceived (or real) threat?”  We need to get below the anxiety to the underlying threat.  

When we do that, we can have more meaningful conversations.  Recognizing the source of 

another’s anxiety can be empowering—for them and for us. 

 

Also, we need to become people (a) who can get unstuck and (b) who are less anxious in the 

face of a threat.  We need to become people who are less “threatened.”  In short, we need 

to become emotionally mature leaders. 

 

 

The Emotionally Mature Leader has …  

 

• the ability to stay connected to others without having our feelings and actions 

determined by them 

o the ability to be a less-anxious presence in the midst of others’ anxieties 

(because our leadership will create anxiety in them and if we’re anxious in 

response to their anxiety, the whole system will self-destruct) 

• the ability to allow the life and teachings of Jesus to serve as one’s compass rather than 

reading everyone else’s emotional chart – act out of deeply held values 

o the ability to know and do the right thing, even when the pressure to do 

otherwise is strong. 

• the ability to define myself and allow others to do the same 

AND in this way, the emotionally mature leader is able to follow Jesus and lead people in 

mission!   
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Becoming a more emotionally mature leader:  (i.e., how do you manage your anxiety?) 

 

• take responsibility for yourself (for calming yourself … calming yourself enough to be 

able to think) 

• manage your anxiety 

• clarify your beliefs and values and commitments (so you can think clearly about them 

and recognize why you feel threatened) 

• ask for help 

• deal with triangles well 

• slow the pace 

• stay the course 

 

When this happens, we can truly have a joy that is independent of what’s going on around 

us.  (i.e., Philippians 4:10ff) 

 

 

So, why is it important for Christian leaders to know about anxiety? 

• Anxiety corrupts our ability to make good decisions and in that way, anxiety prevents us 

from doing what Jesus intended.  The Kingdom of God loses some thing when 

individuals can’t express their own thinking.  We become people-pleasing instead of 

Jesus-pleasing. 

• When we know the symptoms, we can work to stop anxiety before it causes a huge 

problem.  i.e., by curbing anxiety, we can curb conflict. 

• Some anxiety is necessary for change.  So, if we want to see positive change, we should 

learn more about anxiety. 

• The Kingdom of God moves at the speed of relationships.  Since anxiety has the power 

to destroy relationships, we should learn about it. 

• Anxiety is uncomfortable and we’ll often seek a quick fix in order to alleviate it.  Often 

the quick fix is counter-productive to the Kingdom of God.   

 

 

 


