The Best of Times, the Worst of Times

We are immersed in the holiday season that now surrounds us.  It is the time of family gatherings, bounteous meals, bright lights, childhood fantasies, and memories.  We think of the Christmas season as a time of joy, of peace and of promise.  We get “in the spirit” by singing familiar carols, viewing Christmas lights, shopping at familiar stores, and unpacking those decorations that have been handed down in the family, the ones that made our mouths hang open when we first gazed up at the tree in our homes.  We think of sharing, of donating, of trying to help others less fortunate.  Everything is warm, loving and happy this times of year; or so it seems.

Actually, all physicians know that this is a challenging time of year for many of our patients.  The very nature of this season, with its emphasis on family and memories, brings pain in focus for many people.  We can think back to “how it used to be.”  We can drift back to simpler times of childhood innocence when we didn’t have to worry about cooking, or shopping, or decorating, or paying bills; when our biggest concern was sitting on Santa’s lap.  We can remember our parents and how secure we felt surrounded by their love in our home.  Many of us feel pain as we remember spouses, children or siblings that have passed and aren’t around to share these special events with us anymore.  For our elders, Thanksgiving to Christmas can be an especially lonely time.

I know many people who are barely making it by because of emotional distress, loneliness, overwhelming worries, or relationship failures.  This season may be a time when they really can’t get by, a time when it starts to break down for them.  I know they may need a little help right now.  These are the folks that I hope will run into others full of love and sharing who can take them under their wing emotionally.  If you are one of those struggling to get by, or if someone comes to your mind whom you think might be challenged right about now, I’ve got some suggestions.

Don’t sit around the house.  Depression, worry, and self-criticism attack couch potatoes first.  It is time to go to the mall to be around others, to walk at Boulevard Park or the Boat Basin trail, or go sit on a bench in Willis Park.  If you are alone, you can be sure that one of your friends is alone also.  Call them up and form a new memory together.

The experts call it “sleep hygiene.”  What it means is that you should try to have a definite sleep routine and not violate it during the holidays.  Don’t risk increasing your sleep disturbance.  Sleep disruption can create long lonely nights of introspection or sadness.  Go to bed on time.  Don’t get hooked on a movie and drag out the hours when you should be resting.  In fact, sleep specialists will tell you to get rid of that bedroom TV.  They say the bed is for sex and sleep, period.

Stock your home with healthy food to eat.  Simple sugars like you find in soft drinks, candies, cakes, etc., will play havoc with your emotions and guilt.  First, you get lonely, then you get sad, then you eat that cake, and then you feel guilty which makes you feel sad, and on and on.  Or, you can be irritable and on edge, so you grab a snack of a cola and a candy bar.  Then you snap at your spouse or your child, and then you feel worse with your burden of sadness and guilt.  Get rid of the junk food.

Do a spiritual inventory.  How about that catch phrase, “the ‘reason’ for the season?”  Are you taking time for a “‘reasonal’ revival?”  Are you going through the motions, or are you really taking to heart the promise of the Christ child?  Luke 1:41 tells us that when Elizabeth heard Mary’s voice, the baby she was carrying, John the Baptist, leapt in her womb.  The excitement shouldn’t have changed!  The promise of unearned, unlimited, unfathomable love is still available.

Maybe it is time for a little less self-critiquing.  In its place, maybe it is time to be overwhelmed with the love and joy that God promised by coming to live amongst us.  Take heart in the words of Luke 2:9-10, where the shepherds were surrounded by the “glory of the Lord” and the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid!”

There will be peaks and valleys in life.  There will be good times and rough times, times of warmth and times of cold, times of plenty and times of scarcity.  Through it all, we have many resources in people who care for us, in the distractions of the season, and in our spiritual security.

Try to be aggressive and don’t let yourself be drug down and get stagnant in old burdens.  Make new memories.  Get out of the house.  Form new bonds.  Eat properly.  Get your sleep.  Exercise.  Volunteer your time with your church or the Salvation Army or others.

Take charge of your situation and you will feel better for it.  And, if you need some help getting through it, call for help.  Someone might just be waiting for a chance to help you and fulfill their need at the same time.

