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SESSION 7
SELF-CARE
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SCRIPTURE: PSALM 42:9
I say to God, my rock,
    “Why have you forgotten me?
Why must I walk about mournfully
    because the enemy oppresses me?”

At first this verse may sound like a complaint or an accusation. 
However, the psalmist is only able to express feelings of 
abandonment and grief because of the conviction that God 
cares about the suffering of his people. Emotions and difficult 
experiences are not insignificant to God, and therefore they should 
not be insignificant to us. Reflect on this truth as you read about 
self-compassion later in the session. 

SESSION OVERVIEW
In this session you will:
1. Explore the importance of self-care, boundaries, and self-

compassion
2. Learn about the unique stresses and challenges faced by 

caregivers
3. Reflect on the theological implications of self-care

CORE CONTENT

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL 
PERSPECTIVE ON SELF-CARE

A significant amount of research has demonstrated the negative 
effects of stress.1 In particular, studies have shown that stress 
contributes to languishing mental health. This is why self-care is 
so important. Practicing self-care can reduce stress and promote 
flourishing mental health. But what is self-care? Is it a program to be 
followed, a series of activities to be checked off the list, or a state of 
mind to be attained? You may be surprised to learn that the definition 
of self-care is actually quite simple: 

“Self-care is any activity that we do deliberately in order to take care 
of our mental, emotional, and physical health.”2 

In other words, self-care is an intention. When we practice self-care, 
we are engaging in an activity with the specific intention of caring for 
ourselves. This activity might be fairly normal and routine, such as 
going to the gym, or it might be unique, such as attending a weekend 
retreat. Either way, the focus of the experience is on actively loving 
and caring for ourselves. 

It is important to distinguish 
between different types of 
stress. 

Examples of positive stress (or 
eustress) include the motivating 
pressure of a deadline or the 
stress produced by a large event 
like a holiday celebration. 

Examples of negative stress 
(or distress) include the stress 
produced by crisis situations, 
toxic environments, or mental 
health problems.

While it is good to work towards 
reducing distress, reasonable 
amounts of eustress can 
contribute to healthy and 
productive lives.
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There are many different ways to practice self-care. Stop for a 
moment and think about the categories mentioned in the definition 
above. Can you generate a list of activities you enjoy for each 
category? Here are a few examples to get you started:

MENTAL SELF-CARE
Relaxation and fun are both important for the health of the mind. 
Prayer and biblical meditation can encourage mental relaxation, 
while learning a new skill or developing a hobby can keep the mind 
sharp and provide a rewarding sense of accomplishment.

EMOTIONAL SELF-CARE
Relationships often provide necessary emotional support. Journaling, 
listening to music, and participating in the arts can encourage healthy 
emotional self-awareness and self-expression.

PHYSICAL SELF-CARE
Caring for the body begins with developing healthy habits in the 
areas of diet, exercise, and sleep. Relaxing activities like taking a 
bath or getting a massage, and fun activities like dancing or playing 
sports also promote physical health.
 

In addition to intentionally engaging in caring activities, self-care 
involves developing healthy boundaries. Boundaries are related 
to your sense of personal responsibility.3 They help you determine 
when to focus on caring for yourself and when to focus on caring 
for others. You may find it helpful to think about boundaries as 
“managing your limits” and “balancing care with respect.”  

1. MANAGING YOUR LIMITS
Limits can be physical, emotional, relational, or spiritual. Physical 
limits can include your need for sleep and the impact of stress on 
your body. Emotional limits can include your sensitivity to suffering 
and your resilience under pressure. Relational limits can include the 
time you require to maintain connection with family and friends, the 
time you need alone to rest and recharge, and the time you need 
to fulfill other obligations. Finally, spiritual limits can include the 
time you require to maintain your relationship with God, and your 
ability to sustain faith and hope in the midst of suffering. Managing 
your limits means knowing which areas of your life require time and 
attention, and knowing how much care you are able to offer others.
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2. BALANCING CARE WITH RESPECT
Many people who are closely involved in the recovery journey of 
a family member or friend find it helpful to establish the goal of 
balancing care with respect.4 Care is demonstrated when you act 
on behalf of another individual, while respect is demonstrated when 
you empower an individual to take action. The balance between 
care and respect will vary depending on the age, ability, and unique 
circumstances of the individual experiencing a mental health 
problem. However, maintaining this balance in your practices of 
companionship can help you avoid the extremes of offering too little 
respect (thus encouraging an unhealthy dependency) or offering too 
little care (thus withholding necessary assistance).  

Finally, self-care includes adopting an attitude of self-compassion. 
This is the term used to describe the ability to experience and be 
moved by your own suffering. Your feelings are important and 
deserve to be acknowledged with kindness and understanding. You 
can exhibit kindness towards yourself by accepting help from others 
when necessary, finding productive ways to release feelings of guilt 
associated with caring for others, and extending grace towards 
yourself when you are overwhelmed. 

Like recovery, self-care is a journey. In fact, many of the elements 
of recovery can also be viewed as self-care practices. When you 
intentionally develop hope, identity, responsibility, education, 
and community, you are caring for yourself. (This is an excellent 
reminder of the reality that recovery is for everyone and is not 
limited to individuals with mental health problems.) It will probably 
take time to discover the self-care practices that work for you, 
establish healthy boundaries, and learn self-compassion. However, 
the ability to support your own mental health while offering the gift 
of sustainable companionship to others makes the time invested in 
self-care worthwhile. 

Optional Discussion Question: 
Your friend Sarah calls you 
in tears and shares that 
she has had several panic 
attacks in the past few days. 
A caring response might be 
deciding to drive her to the 
hospital for an evaluation. A 
respectful response might 
be encouraging Sarah to call 
her counselor or research 
strategies for reducing anxiety. 
Under what circumstances 
might you choose the 
caring response? Under 
what circumstances might 
you choose the respectful 
response? Why?

DISCUSSION QUESTION
What are some of the thoughts, feelings, and practical constraints that prevent you 
from engaging in self-care?

 Remember, these questions are not mandatory; they are simply invitations. Any member 
of the group is free to decline an invitation at any time, and the group as a whole may 
decide to skip over a question if it seems unhelpful.

Today you will be meeting Gordie, who has experienced depression 
and psychosis. This film includes a brief account of attempted 
suicide.

WATCH VIDEO

https://vimeo.com/358194550/8987219596
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DISCUSSION QUESTION
What does self-care look like for Gordie? What does it look like for the individuals who 
support him in his recovery?

THE SOCIAL PERSPECTIVE ON 
SELF-CARE

Self-care can be difficult to practice for many different reasons. 
Low self-esteem, poor mental health, and the busyness of life can 
all cause us to neglect ourselves. For the friends and family of 
individuals living with mental health problems, however, self-care 
can be particularly challenging. Take a moment and consider the 
following stories:

Emma is fifteen and lives alone with her parents. Emma’s mother 
has bipolar disorder, and the illness is poorly managed by the family. 
Emma’s father works long hours and is increasingly withdrawn due 
to the challenging dynamics at home, while Emma’s mother goes on 
and off her medication frequently. Emma has become her mother’s 
primary caregiver, and this has impacted her life in many ways. 
She is often late for school, she experiences frequent anxiety and 
depression, she has a strained relationship with her parents, and she 
struggles to maintain a social life. 

Mary and Jeff have been married for over a decade and have two 
young children. Recently Jeff has been struggling with severe 
depression, and as a result he is no longer able to work. Mary must 
now provide for the family financially while caring for her husband 
and children. Jeff’s treatment and medication have drained their 
savings, and Mary is concerned that the family will lose their home. 
She doesn’t have any time or energy to maintain her friendships, 
and she is filled with a sense of grief over the loss of her formerly 
cheerful, energetic, dependable husband.

Unfortunately, these kinds of stories are all too common. When an 
individual is experiencing mental health problems, his or her family 
is immediately placed under a significant amount of stress. This 
stress may be related to 1) difficult decisions that must be made 
regarding treatment, care, and housing; 2) the experience of the 
illness itself and the disruption of normal family life; 3) the financial 
burdens of medication and the potential loss of income; 4) isolation 
from the community due to stigma.5 Over time, the mental health of 
caregivers can be significantly compromised.

One of the most common side effects of stress in caregivers is 
compassion fatigue. According to the dictionary, compassion fatigue 
is “the physical and mental exhaustion and emotional withdrawal 
experienced by those who care for sick or traumatized people over 
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an extended period of time.”6 It is common for individuals with 
compassion fatigue to feel as though they are the only ones capable 
of caring for their loved one, to neglect their personal health, and to 
exhibit poor boundaries in relationships. Another common way to 
describe this condition is “burn out.” 

Research has shown that education regarding mental health 
services and resources, counseling, open communication with 
professionals, and strong social support networks can all play a 
critical role in sustaining long-term caregivers.7 Practicing self-
care and self-compassion can also prevent compassion fatigue. 
However, caregivers need the support of a broader community in 
order to maintain their mental health. It is critical that communities 
understand the unique stresses and challenges faced by families 
supporting individuals with mental health problems. Sharing the 
burden of support will give caregivers the opportunity to practice 
self-care.

Optional Discussion Question: 
Compassion fatigue is not 
limited to family members of 
individuals with mental health 
problems. It is frequently 
experienced by individuals who 
work in “caring” professions 
such as nursing, childcare, 
pastoral ministry, and social 
services. Have you ever 
experienced compassion 
fatigue? Reflect on this 
experience with your group.

DISCUSSION QUESTION
What are some practical ways your community can support long-term caregivers?

THE THEOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 
ON SELF-CARE

“But what about Christ’s command to lay down our lives for one 
another?” If you have found yourself asking this question while 
reading through this session, you are not alone. Many Christians 
find it difficult to distinguish between self-care and selfishness. 
However, there is one very significant difference: self-care enables 
us to serve others, while selfishness prevents us from serving others. 
The goals of self-care extend beyond our personal health. When we 
are flourishing, we can contribute to the flourishing of our families, 
friends, and communities. One of the ways the New Testament 
addresses this reality is through communicating the truth that we 
can only give what we have received:

We love because he first loved us. (1 John 4:19)
 
Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of 
mercies and the God of all consolation, who consoles us in all our affliction, 
so that we may be able to console those who are in any affliction with the 
consolation with which we ourselves are consoled by God. For just as 
the sufferings of Christ are abundant for us, so also our consolation is 
abundant through Christ. (2 Corinthians 1:3-5)

This does not mean that we have nothing to offer if we are languishing 
or experiencing mental health problems—in fact, we may have much 
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to offer. It is simply a reminder of the perspective that should shape 
our self-care. We must receive care and companionship ourselves if 
we want to offer care and companionship to others.

DISCUSSION QUESTION
Can you think of a time when you were able to share the comfort or encouragement you 
had previously received with someone else?

EXERCISE: DEEP BREATHING FOR 
STRESS RELIEF
Relaxation is an essential part of self-care, and breathing exercises are 
an easy way to incorporate relaxation into your day. In fact, the practice 
of mindfulness and deep breathing has been a part of Christian tradition 
for millennia. Begin by reading through the entire set of instructions 
as a group in order to familiarize yourselves with the exercise. Then 
select an individual to read the bold text out loud several times. Practice 
inhaling and exhaling together as directed while the bold text is read. 
This exercise can be done sitting up or lying down:

1. Place one hand on your stomach and the other hand on your 
upper ribcage.

2. Throughout this exercise, try not to move your ribcage. Use the 
hand placed there to maintain stillness.

3. Inhale: Breathe in deeply through your nose, expanding your 
stomach and pushing your hand towards the center of the room.

4. Exhale: Now breathe out through your mouth, allowing your 
stomach to deflate and drawing your hand back towards your 
spine.

Once you have become comfortable with this breathing technique, 
try incorporating relaxing imagery and phrases on your own. As 
you inhale, focus on a picture or phrase that you find calming. You 
might want to imagine a beautiful beach, or contemplate the word 
“peace.” As you exhale, maintain that focus. Practice this breathing 
technique 3-10 times daily.

PRAYER
 Lord, the wounds of the world are too deep for us to heal. 
We have to bring men and women to you and ask you to look after 
them—the sick in body and mind, the withered in spirit, the victims of 
greed and injustice, the prisoners of grief.
 And yet, our Father, do not let our prayers excuse us from 
paying the price of compassion.
 Make us generous with the resources you have entrusted to 
us. Let your work of rescue be done in us and through us all.8
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