Don’t Worry – Be Happy!

I hate cleaning the house!  I love to cook and I don’t mind laundry.  Grocery shopping isn’t half bad.  But of all the domestic responsibilities, housework is my least favorite.  I clean because I have to, but it is certainly not something I enjoy.  However, I must admit that I always look forward to spring-cleaning.  There is something so satisfying about cleaning out closets, organizing bins, and hauling off garbage bag after garbage bag to the dump or DI.  

I once attended a cleaning class by Don Aslett.  The thing I remember most from his presentation is when he explained that it isn’t enough just to “rearrange our junk.”  We actually have to throw things out - get rid of everything that isn’t absolutely necessary.

Today I’d like to talk about spring-cleaning our minds. Our minds are just like computers. There is only so much storage space and once we overload it, it tends to slow down and not process things very well.  More importantly, just like a cluttered house, a cluttered mind prevents us from feeling peace.

A while back my computer ceased to function.  It became slower and slower until one day, it refused to work at all.  I called a computer specialist who diagnosed that the memory on it was full.  She then identified the stored items that took up the most space, primarily pictures and videos.  Once we transferred those out, the computer worked great.  Let’s talk about something that oftentimes “takes up the most space” in our minds – worry!

2 Nephi 2:25 states, “ Adam fell that men might be; and men are, that they might have joy.”  When God sent us to earth, he gave us two things – time and energy.  He expects us to take those two elements and turn them into as much joy as possible.  Unfortunately, too many of us spend a lot of our time and energy worrying about things.  Not only does that fail to produce joy, it actually robs us of it.
I recently read an article in Good Housekeeping (March 2000) called “Escape from the Worry Trap!”  It says, A certain amount of worry is necessary for survival; it helps us anticipate future hazards and prepare for them.  “Worry is like a smoke detector that nature has built into our brains,” explains author and worry expert Edward M. Hallowell, M.D. ‘”It serves to keep us out of danger.”….But many of us worry far too often and far too easily; we are so sensitized to the possibility of danger that we “catastrophize,” convincing ourselves that a twinge of indigestion is a sign of impending appendicitis, that a scolding from the boss signals the end of a career.  

Not only can worry leave us spinning our wheels, it also can depress us, poison our relationships, and sap us of energy and the joy of living as we wrestle with relentless “what ifs.” Carrying the weight of the world on our shoulders can also make us physically sick, with ailments such as back pain, digestive disorders, rashes, and recurring headaches…Chronic, persistent worry is just as dangerous for your health as high blood pressure,” says Dr. Hallowell. “It’s bad for virtually every system of the body.”  But the good news, he adds, is that worry is definitely controllable.”

We’ve been taught our whole lives that we shouldn’t think bad or immoral thoughts.  We all accept that fact that while we may not be able to totally prevent these thoughts from entering our minds, we are responsible to hum our favorite hymn or think of a scripture so that we can keep the thought from lingering.  In other words, we can control our thoughts.  The same is true of worrying.  We may not be able to eliminate worry all together, but we are certainly capable of minimizing it.

When my youngest brother was young, his school class was assigned to make decorations for their Christmas program.  He would come home each night and worry endlessly about the project.  He would repeatedly say to my mom, “But what if I cut off Rudolph’s ear?  What if I accidentally cut off Rudolph’s ear?”  His worry seemed irrational to all of us because we knew that 1) he probably wouldn’t cut off Rudolph’s ear and 2) it really wouldn’t matter if he did.  Unfortunately, many of us have irrational fears as well.

Several years ago one of my biggest fears was that I would be called to serve in the Spanish Branch in our stake.  Don’t misunderstand me – serving in the Spanish Branch would be an honor, an amazing experience.  I served my mission in Santiago, Chile and I have a deep love for the Latino people.  Many of the most spiritual experiences of my life took place in the Spanish language.  I know that it would be an unforgettable experience.  

The reason I was struggling with the possibility is that it would had required me and my family to leave the Thomas 4th Ward for several years – a thought that literally broke my heart.  I am so attached to my dear friends and neighbors that the thought of leaving them made me sick.  I don’t honestly even know why I was so worried about it.  No one had ever approached me about being called – it was just a thought I had created in my head.  I became so worried about it at one point that I remember sitting in my bedroom actually crying about leaving the members of my ward!  The funny thing is, I was never called to serve in the Spanish Branch.  I went through the entire grieving process for nothing!  I love the following quote by Mark Twain, “I have been through some terrible things in my life; some of which actually happened.”

Gary Emery once said, “Worry is often about trying to solve something that’s not solvable at the moment.”  Our older daughter Savannah graduated a few years ago.  We  toured a couple of college campuses with her so she could decide where she would like to attend after she finished her mission.  She wanted to become a nurse and she was very impressed with BYU Provo.  After talking to the nursing directors there we realized that the program was very competitive – 150 people applying for 50 spots.  Students are judged on GPA, ACT scores, community service and an essay on an unknown topic that the students must write in 50 minutes or less.

On the morning following the tour, I woke up worried about the essay.  What if the topic was hard?  What if she didn’t get it done in time?  What if she didn’t get accepted into the program?  After a few minutes I had to slap myself and say, “Why are you worried about this?  Here you are worrying about an essay that 1) doesn’t take place until the fall of 2017 and 2) isn’t your essay!  It was ridiculous.

One really important question to ask yourself when you find yourself worrying is: “Is this my problem?  Is this within my realm of control?” It does you absolutely no good to worry about things that are not within your control because there’s nothing you can do about it.

We live in a rural community.  In fact, our high school is right next to a cow pasture.  One morning, while driving my children to school, I noticed that there was a cow out on the highway right in front of the high school.  I knew there was a good chance that the cow would be struck by a car if something wasn’t done.  I immediately thought, “How in the heck am I going to get that cow back in the pasture and still have time to get my children to school?”  Never mind that I didn’t know whose cow it was or even how to get it back in its pen.  For some reason, I felt personally responsible for the safety of that animal.  A few seconds later, a thought popped into my mind, “That is not my cow.”  

Since then whenever I start worrying about a problem that does not belong to me, I simply say, “That is not my cow.  That belongs to someone else.  That is not my responsibility.”  

One of the good things about me is that I try to be compassionate and get involved in other people’s lives.   One of the bad things about me is that I try to be compassionate and get involved in other people’s lives.  I have been through experiences where I learned the hard way that I am not ultimately responsible for anyone but myself.  I am not responsible to solve other people’s problems.   I am not responsible to make other people’s decisions.  I am only responsible for me.

If you find yourself feeling responsible for your spouse, for your adult children, for extended family members or friends, or if you feel the need to control them, you may benefit from reading the book “One Day at a Time in Al-Anon.”  It talks a lot about boundaries and its truths are life changing.

Sometimes we worry because we think we can prevent bad things from happening if we worry about them enough.  We all know this isn’t true and we have to remind ourselves of the irrationality of it all.

We also worry because it makes us feel like we are “doing something.” If someone we love is going through a hard time, we feel that we are helping them by worrying endlessly about them.  The sad fact is – that’s not true.  If you’ve had surgery and I sit in my house worrying about you, it does you absolutely no good at all.  It uses up my valuable resources of time and energy and accomplishes absolutely nothing.  The key is to change worry into action.  Instead of spending my time and energy on worry, I need to actually do something.  I could call you on the phone, write you a letter, send you a card, or bake you a loaf of bread.  Any of those things would actually help you and make your life better.  Worry alone does not. Like one child said to her mother, “I don’t need your worry.  What I need is your strength.”   

In conclusion, there are a few things we can do to minimize worry.  1) We can avoid triggers that cause us to worry.  If watching the nightly news plants concerns in your mind, don’t watch the evening news.  2) Stay busy.  I probably have problems in my life, but I really don’t have time to think about them.  People who are bored conjure up all sorts of real and imaginary problems to worry about.  Stay busy. 3) Confine your worry time. If worry is inevitable, set aside a specific time each day to worry.  Set a timer and ponder all the problems in your life.  When the timer rings, you’re done and you’ll have to wait until the appointed time the next day.

I have no doubt that if we minimize worry we can find a peace of mind we’ve never known.  Just like after spring cleaning our homes, we can get that satisfying feeling that everything is in place and uncluttered.  We can think clearly and feel God’s love. In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen
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