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When I was a college undergrad, during finals week, three of my dear friends 

and I had a beloved ritual. Once the last day of classes ended and Reading Week began 

at Hamilton College, students would “camp out” in classrooms and study together, but 

it was always first-come-first-serve. So, one of the four of us was always charged with 

waking up at 6am, grabbing a coffee and bagel to go at the dining hall, and saving room 

Root 312. I don’t know what it was about that room that we loved so much—it was in 

one of the oldest buildings on campus, where the English department was housed, and 

was without air conditioning in the summer. But whenever Maggie would arrive to 

start her studying for the day, on the chalkboard where we all recorded all of our finals 

(crossing out papers or exams once they’d been turned in or taken), she would write on 

the board in big block letters, THE BEST WAY OUT IS THROUGH. It was an odd 

comfort during finals week. Sometimes, drowning under the stress of upcoming physics 

and chemistry exams, sometimes only hours apart from each other, despairing, I would 

look to the chalkboard and sigh. She was right. I could call a parent to come get me. I 

could take an incomplete. I could stop studying and just “wing it” (which tended to not 

work very well in classes like organic chemistry), but the best way out was through. 

Exhausted, I kept slogging through my notes and practice problems. 

“The best way out is through,” this is what Euro-American Nagoski sisters 

(Emily and Amelia) also say about feelings in their book Burnout: The Secret to Unlocking 

the Stress Cycle. They remind their readers that feelings live in our bodies, and actually 

get stuck in our bodies when we don’t process or metabolize them, or, in the words of 

Emily and Amelia, don’t “complete the stress cycle.” And, feelings have a beginning, 

middle, and end. Such that you actually have to go through the tunnel of the feeling in 

order to fully metabolize it.1  

 So, what’s the relevance to talking about feelings and the stress cycle now, at 

church? We’re in Mid-April, 2021, and, per our state averages, some of us might be fully 

vaccinated, some of us halfway there, others still discerning or pre-registered and 

anxiously awaiting our turn in line. We might be making plans to see a grandchild for 

 
1 Emily and Amelia Nagoski, Burnout: The Secret to Unlocking the Stress Cycle (New York: Ballantine Books, 

2019), kindle chapter 1.  



the first time in a year. Or a friend. And the weather is surely getting nicer. There are 

signs of hope, for some of us for the first time in a very long time. But, if you’re 

anything like me, you’re wondering: wait, these are all good things, right? So why do I 

still feel so stressed? 

 In their book, which I first heard about on the podcast Unlocking Us with Euro-

American shame researcher Brene Brown, Emily and Amelia outline some fundamental 

differences between stress and stressors.  

• “Stressors,” they write, “are what activate the stress response in your body. They 

can be anything you see, hear, smell, touch, taste, or imagine could do you harm. 

There are external stressors: work, money, family, time, cultural norms and 

expectations, experiences of discrimination [that’s an important one], and so on. 

And there are less tangible, internal stressors: self-criticism, body, image, 

identity, memories, and The Future.”2 

• “Stress,” on the other hand, “is the neurological and physiological shift that 

happens in your body when you encounter one of these threats. It’s an 

evolutionarily adaptive response that helps us cope with things like, say, being 

chased by a lion or charged by a hippo. When your brain notices the lion (or 

hippo), it activates a generic ‘stress response,’ a cascade of neurological and 

hormonal activity that initiates physiological changes to help you survive: 

epinephrine acts instantly to push blood into your muscles, glucocorticoids keep 

you going, and endorphins help you ignore how uncomfortable all of this is.”3  

And one of the incredibly useful takeaways of this book is their reminder that 

when the stressors go away, either because we’ve managed them or by just a stroke of 

luck, that doesn’t necessarily mean that we’ve done what we’ve needed to in order to 

metabolize the stress. Evolutionarily, the neurochemical processes we evolved to deal 

with the stressor also, usually, helped us process our stress. If we were being chased by 

a lion, we would probably run full speed away from the threat, maybe wind up back 

with our group, and then we might shed a few tears or embrace someone in our 

community. Having outrun the lion, the stressor would be managed, but we wouldn’t 

be feeling better because of the absence of the lion, but instead because of the high-

speed running, embracing our friend, and then crying.4 

Modern stressors don’t often operate in the same way, in that the thing that 

makes the stressor go away isn’t usually the thing that helps us complete the stress 

cycle. The example that they give in the book is a coworker who says something in a 

meeting that activates you somehow: maybe it’s rude, or condescending, or a 
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microaggression. Dealing with the stressor might look like recruiting your supervisor’s 

support to intervene the next time a comment like that is made. But that strategy, 

however sound, does nothing to help you complete the stress cycle activated by the 

comment.5 

Let’s pan back to April 2021 for just a minute, because it’s almost like this book 

was written for our current moment, what has been called the “in-between times” or the 

“semi-vaccinated days.” With every vaccine administered in our community, and 

world, it feels like we are moving closer and closer to normalcy. But, on the one hand, 

isn’t it always true that stressors that disappear are so often replaced with the 

emergence of others: for someone vaccinated before their whole community, the ethical 

questions that felt simpler two months ago might become increasingly complex as you 

try to make risk-averse choices. Or you’ve processed your grief over the tragic loss of 

one black man to police brutality, and then you wake up the next day and another has 

been shot. One the other hand, even as some pandemic-related stressors start to actually 

go away, the underlying stress might remain…leaving you wondering: why don’t I feel 

better yet? 

 Rev Stephen Shick writes, in the poem we read for our reading this morning,  

It hurts to let go of intensity 
that zapped like electricity 

yesterday. 

It hurts to disconnect arcing power, 
watch it ground and vanish. 

What was it that surged through us 
to lighten gray, indifferent skies? 

What was it that connected 
our hearts to hope? 

Now we must wait, 
for that inward current 
to arc us forward again, 

connecting our quest for justice 
to the power of inner peace.6 

 
5 Ibid. 
6 Stephen Shick, “Grounded,” in Becoming: A Spiritual Guide for Navigating Adulthood, ed. Kayla Parker (Boston: 

Skinner House Books, 2014), 94. 



Now we must wait, for that inward current to arc us forward again. In our waiting, it is okay 
to still not be okay. So what can we do for ourselves and each other in the “in-between 
times?” 

We said earlier that with modern stressors, the thing that makes the stressor go 
away doesn’t always help us complete the stress cycle. So, what does help complete the 
stress cycle, and get you through the middle of the emotion tunnel all the way to the 
end? Amelia and Emily Nagoski propose seven different ways to complete the stress 
cycle.  

1. The first, and most effective, they say, is physical activity. They write in the 
book, “When you’re being chased by a lion, what do you? You run. When you’re 
stressed out by the bureaucracy and hassle of living in the twenty-first century, what do 
you do? You run. Or swim. Or dance around your living room, singing along to 
Beyonce,” for about 20-60 minutes a day, because “after all, you experience stress most 
days.” They continue on, “physical activity is what tells your brain you have 
successfully survived the threat and now your body is a safe place to live.”7  

2. So physical activity is the most effective way to complete the stress cycle, but 
the simplest way is just breathing. This could be as simple as breathing in to a slow 
count of five, holding for five, exhaling for ten, pausing for five, and repeating two 
more times. They specify, “if you’re living with the aftermath of trauma, simply 
breathing deeply is the gentlest way to begin unlocking from the trauma, which makes 
it a great place to start.”8  

3. Third, is positive social interaction, another sign that the world is a safe place 
once again. This is the kind of casual interactions you might have with a stranger: a 
cashier, or barista, or someone riding with you on public transportation.9  

4. Next, is laughter, so long as it’s your authentic belly laugh, and not socially 
posed laughter—and this is because it is one of our oldest evolutionary tools to regulate 
emotions and build relationships.10  

5. The fifth way to complete the stress cycle is affection; so, while positive social 
interaction might be with a stranger, affection is with someone who you love and trust. 
The authors recommend something they call the twenty-second hug, or hugging until 
relaxed, with someone you trust, where both people are holding their own center of 
gravity. Being in a hug for a potentially awkwardly long amount of time means you 
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really have to face and notice that person’s presence, reminding your body that you are 
home and safe again. By the way, this can be with a person, or a pet.11  

6. I love number six. Six is A Big Ol’ Cry. They write “anyone who says ‘crying 
doesn’t solve anything’ doesn’t know the difference between dealing with the stress 
and dealing with the situation that causes the stress.” Crying is an outward expression 
of whatever emotion you were holding in: sadness, anger, despair, stress…helping you 
carry that emotion out to its end.12  

7. And, finally, creative expression. “Like sports,” they write, “the arts—
including painting, sculpture, music, theater, and storytelling in all forms—create a 
context that tolerates, even encourages, big emotions.”13 

The 7 strategies work differently person to person, and day to day. For those 
dealing with so much vicarious traumatization working in healthcare this year, the 
burden of the stressors and therefore the stress might have been greater. It might be that 
one of these strategies gets you all the way to the end of a stress cycle; it might be that 
you have a backlog of incomplete stress cycles, and that is okay too.14 

Amelia and Emily talk about one of the many sources of stress as “Human Giver 
Syndrome,” which disproportionately affects women and people of color.15 What’s 
more, persons of color and of other marginalized identity groups experience at baseline 
an enormous number of stressors, that those with white body privilege do not. One 
need only look to this past week in our country alone to understand this: with the Derek 
Chauvin trial hanging in the background, the killing of Daunte Wright by police, and 
the bodycam footage released of the killing of Latinx 13-year-old Adam Toledo. 

Not only will this kind of embodied practice help us deal with anxiety and 
burnout, but it can also create opportunities for growth within our nervous systems. 
Black author and trauma-informed psychotherapist Resmaa Menakem writes in My 
Grandmother's Hands: Racialized Trauma and the Pathway to Mending Our Hearts and 
Bodies, “Recent studies and discoveries increasingly point out that we heal primarily in 
and through the body, not just through the rational brain. We can all create more room, 
and more opportunities for growth, in our nervous systems. But we do this primarily 
through what our bodies experience and do—not through what we think or realize or 
cognitively figure out.”16 Menakem is a somatic abolitionist, interested in using 
embodied practices like these to become more anti-racist.  

 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Nagoski, kindle introductory chapter. 
16 Resmaa Menakem, My Grandmother's Hands: Racialized Trauma and the Pathway to Mending Our Hearts and 

Bodies (Central Recovery Press, 2017).  
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As we head further into the “in-between” and “semi-vaccinated” days, may we 
tend to our unprocessed, not-yet-metabolized stress, and help others do the same. May 
we notice our backlog of incomplete stress cycles with nonjudgment and curiosity, from 
those moments that we got stuck in the middle of an emotion. In so doing may we 
remind ourselves gently, it’s okay to still not be okay. May we grow attuned to the 
unequal distribution of stressors in our communities, and advocate for more just 
policies that name, recognize, and rectify those differences. Have you seen the gif that 
circulated on social media by Muslim Canadian community organizer Nakita Valerio 
that said, “Shouting 'self-care' at people who actually need community care is how we 
fail people”? 

And may we use a combination of exercise, breathing, social interaction, 
laughter, affection (the 20 second hug), crying, and creative expression to help us cope 
with all the stressors from this past year…remembering that finals-week-chalkboard-
truism: THE BEST WAY OUT IS THROUGH. 

May it be so. 

Amen. 


