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CHALLENGES TO OUR WELLBEING IN LOCKDOWN  
 
The coronavirus offers numerous challenges not only to our ministries and community work, 
but also to our health and self-care. Day to day, we maintain our health through multiple, finely-
balanced means. However, the last weeks will have disturbed our equilibrium and disrupted our 
usual strategies for staying well. For those in leadership, the pressures are increasing. It is therefore 
vital that we take an honest look at how we are doing to assess the impact of lockdown, and to 
make changes if necessary. As whole people in God’s creation, this involves paying attention to 
our physical health, our relationships, and our daily routine. It also involves fostering a sense of 
curiosity. When we’re tired, our willingness to try new things is often reduced, and we can default 
to coping mechanisms which, although easy to engage, may not be healthy. Curiosity can open 
us up to explore new, healthier ways of coping and being. For this reason, a loss of curiosity may 
indicate that we are being negatively impacted by overwork and stress. Other indications include:

• Concerns about our perceived lack of productivity. We may acknowledge how tiring the 
lockdown has been, but still expect more of ourselves.

• Worry about growing needs in the community. We may feel we have the responsibility to do 
more, while battling with our depleting energy.

• The diminishment of our needs: “Others have it worse. It’s my job to hold it together. If I just 
keep going, I’ll be fine.” This type of self-talk may lead to an emotional disconnect.

• The need to maintain a stance of consistent positivity for others, whilst holding our own 
uncertainty about the shape of life to come. There is an increased sense that communities 
are looking to their leaders for assurance and direction.

• Concerns about disruptions to our prayer lives and other ways we sustain ourselves. 

Given these challenges, many may be reaching their limits, experiencing lethargy and 
sleeplessness. Those who were exhausted prior to the pandemic may notice such symptoms 
acutely.

Burnout is a state of 
emotional, physical, 
and mental exhaustion 
caused by excessive and 
prolonged stress.

THE RISK OF BURNOUT
For leaders and other individuals whose roles focus on supporting others, this term is familiar. 
Burnout  is a state of emotional, physical, and mental exhaustion caused by excessive and 
prolonged stress. It occurs as a result of feeling overwhelmed, emotionally drained, and unable to 
meet constant demands.

While burnout is traditionally understood as a condition resulting 
from overwork, the risk of exhaustion escalates in crises, and there 
are particular hidden risks in this time of pandemic. If we experience 
continued stress which stretches us beyond our normal resources, 
something in our response will need to change to stay well. The following 
signs are indications that we may need to make some changes. 

The signs of burnout look like this:

Activities feel stressful and frustrating: Cynicism predominates concerning work. 
Emotional distance arises with regards to daily tasks. Given the change in activities during 
the pandemic, we may find ourselves “checking out” or feeling that what we’re doing 
presently is not wholly useful or meaningful. The number of tasks may have also increased, 
or may not fit our skillset.
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Emotional exhaustion develops: An ongoing feeling of being unable to cope, accompanied 
by lethargy. Completing tasks can be difficult. During the pandemic, we have been required 
to make many unprecedented decisions. The volume of these choices can lead to “decision 
fatigue.” Facing a day of multiple video calls may lead to a heavy-hearted feeling. Another 
request to help resolve a problem with access to supplies, or to provide emergency mental 
health support, feels overwhelming.

Problems with performance arise: Everyday tasks feel exhausting and oppressive. 
Creativity and concentration drops.1 Everything seems to take more effort. In March, a burst 
of adrenaline helped accomplish tasks, but this has long gone. Projects, which provide 
structure, motivation, and goals, have been placed to one side. Each week may feel the 
same, with little variety. Any appetite for initiating change has gone.

While the term “burnout” may suggest a permanent state, it’s actually reversible. To minimise 
stress, either more positive inputs will be needed (exercise, therapy, relaxation, connections with 
others), or stressors must be reduced. However, support may be necessary to facilitate recovery. 
Many benefit from counselling and psychotherapy, both of which have become accessible during 
the pandemic. Numerous online platforms offer affordable access to therapists, and engaging 
support when early warning signs are spotted is an effective way to prevent burnout. 

All of us benefit from looking at questions that help us assess our needs and identify our emotions. 
Engaging with these questions can encourage us to make positive choices, whether we consider 
ourselves a burnout risk or not. Before we do this, let’s look at some common barriers which can 
stop us from taking action. 

To explore self-care 
further, see Session 7 of 
The Sanctuary Course.

AN INVITATION TO REFLECT
 
Two common narratives which may prevent us from making changes are, 
“I should be able to manage this,” or, “Others have it much worse.” This 
kind of self-talk can stop us from taking crucial action. Thoughts like this 
may reveal conflict in how we relate to self-care. In The Sanctuary Course, 
we offer an opportunity to explore the distinction between self-care and 
selfishness:

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:

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)

In this scripture we’re reminded we must receive care and companionship ourselves if we want 
to offer care and companionship to others.



3 | DEEPLY ROOTED: A WELLBEING RESOURCE FOR LEADERS DURING CORONAVIRUS

  DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 
You’re invited to spend some time reflecting on the scripture above. Take your time over this if 
you are able.

• Read the scripture two or three times, and sit with it. Name any thoughts or emotions which 
arise.

• Does any of it speak into the work you have been involved in during the past weeks?
• Is there a deeper invitation to you from this scripture?  How might you draw from the source 

of God’s love at this time?

AN INVITATION TO CONNECT: HOW ARE YOU DOING?
 
First of all, let’s get a picture of where you are.

  DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 
• What have been the positives for you in this period? What new things 

have you seen developing for you or in your community?
• Look at the list of challenges on page one. Have you experienced any 

of these? Would you add any more to the list?
• Have any of your responses to stress begun to cause you concern?

Going Deeper Question:
A key aspect of preventing 
burnout is ensuring we 
mentally switch off—a 
necessity made possible 
by structure and routine. 
Does anything at this 
stage need to change so 
that you can switch off?

PRACTICAL STEPS: FIVE WAYS TO WELLBEING
 
The five ways to wellbeing is an evidence-based model for living a balanced, flourishing life.2 We’ll 
take a look at each of the five ways and how they might be applied in current circumstances.

CONNECT LEARN GIVEBE ACTIVE

1. CONNECT:  
 
Our need to feel close to and valued by other people is a basic human 
need, and one that contributes to our functioning well in the world. During 
the pandemic, the ways we connect with each other will have changed 
significantly.

TAKE NOTICE
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  DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 
• What have you valued in the connections you’ve made with others? 

Where have there been particular gifts? 
• Could anything change in how you’re connecting with others? Who 

are the people that offer positivity, peace, or restoration in your life? 
How are you planning times with those who offer this?

• How are you feeling about technology and its role in facilitating 
connection? Can you change how you use this if some of it is 
tiring? (If you are finding certain modes of communication tiring or 
disconnecting, think carefully about whether you can take a break or 
switch the camera off.)

  DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 
• How have you been keeping active in lockdown? Have any activities 

changed?
• On a scale of one to ten, how happy are you with your current level of 

physical activity?
• If your usual activities had to stop in the change of routine, have you 

explored other ways of being active? (For example: online workouts, 
Pilates, chair-based yoga?)

Going Deeper Question:
Are there any relationships 
where you can talk about 
faith in a supportive 
space? How are you 
nurturing them?

Going Deeper Question:
Are there any barriers that 
are stopping you from 
engaging in relaxation or 
exercise?

An emotion wheel is an 
excellent tool when it 
comes to taking notice 
of emotions. If you would 
like to try this tool or read 
further on the topic of 
emotional management, 
see the COVID-19 
Additional Session in The 
Sanctuary Course.

2. BE ACTIVE:  
 
Regular physical activity is proven to lower depression and anxiety across 
the life cycle, yet many of us are moving around less in lockdown. We 
may have stopped activities such as classes and visits to the gym with 
the expectation that the hiatus would be brief. However, now is a time to 
review. Many of us relate to our bodies and exercise in complex ways. 
Therefore, consider a gentle invitation to incorporate daily physical 
movement that brings positive feelings.

3. TAKE NOTICE:  
 
Being in the present moment is an important 
part of maintaining wellbeing, though this can be 
challenging during a time of uncertainty. Focused, 
yet relaxing activity is very important in helping 
us feel grounded. Taking notice also applies 
to our emotions, which can often take a back 
seat in times of busyness. Many of us will have 
experienced a whole cycle of emotions due to 
recent events, which may have felt unpredictable 
and unfamiliar. Recognising this variability as a 
normal response to disruption and change is vital 
for us at a time such as this.
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  DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 
• Which activities help you to take notice? When do you feel more 

present or aware? When do you feel most connected?
• Are you able to do these activities in lockdown, and how are you 

making time for them?
• How are you taking notice of your emotions? Have you had time to 

process these? Many find journaling or meditation helpful. Activities 
such as breathing exercises offer ways to regulate our nervous 
systems. Engaging with a therapist or counsellor is a useful way of 
developing awareness of our needs during this exceptional time.

Going Deeper Question:
As a child, what was an 
activity you loved to do 
that a parent would need 
to pull you away from?

If you would like to try a 
basic breathing exercise, 
you can find instructions 
at the end of Session 7 
in The Sanctuary Course. 
If you would like to try 
prayers that incorporate 
deep breathing, see the 
COVID-19 Additional 
Session in The Sanctuary 
Course.

4. LEARN:  
 
Committing to learning can build self-esteem, 
encourage social interaction, and lead to a more 
active life. Goal-setting, which accompanies 
learning, is often associated with positive 

5. GIVE: 
 
Individuals who report an interest in helping others are more likely to be 
happy. Many will have been giving to others in new ways in lockdown, 
whether in grief accompaniment, or in offering practical help. Rather than find 
new ways to give, it may be helpful to acknowledge what’s changed for you.

  DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 
• Consider what you have learned in lockdown. Are there any new areas of skill or knowledge 

you have developed, even if the situation dictated it? Ask yourself if you have any appetite to 
build on the learning.

• Have you discovered any new skills and capabilities during this time? Are there any 
achievements you are proud of?

• Is there any new learning that you would like to begin? Has there been a house or garden 
project you’ve been putting off that might require research? Is there a musical instrument or 
craft activity you’ve not touched in a while?

  DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 
• What has been positive in your experience of giving or supporting 

others during this time? 
• What have been the challenges in giving during this period?
• How do you like to give? What ways feel most satisfying for you? Has 

this changed for you over the last weeks?

Going Deeper Question:
Do any of your giving and 
supporting activities need 
to stop, even temporarily, 
for your own self-care to 
come to the fore? What 
would be the impact?

wellbeing. Yet if we’re tired, learning may be a lower priority, and we should 
allow ourselves good rest. However, there may be new opportunities to 
learn that will be energising—the challenge lies in finding suitable ones for 
this time.
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CONCLUSION
Firstly, well done for making it this far. Adjusting our approach to wellbeing takes time and 
effort, and that can be difficult to do if we’re feeling tired. We hope that this has been a positive 
process, whether you’ve explored the resource as a group or as an individual. You’ll find details 
of how to download The Sanctuary Course at the end of the resource; we’d love it if you would 
download it, use it, and tell us what you think.

We’d like to end by sharing John O’Donohue’s blessing:3

For One Who Is Exhausted

When the rhythm of the heart becomes hectic, 
Time takes on the strain until it breaks; 
Then all the unattended stress falls in 
On the mind like an endless, increasing weight.

The light in the mind becomes dim. 
Things you could take in your stride before 
Now become laboursome events of will.

Weariness invades your spirit.
Gravity begins falling inside you, 
Dragging down every bone.

The tide you never valued has gone out. 
And you are marooned on unsure ground. 
Something within you has closed down; 
And you cannot push yourself back to life.

You have been forced to enter empty time. 
The desire that drove you has relinquished. 
There is nothing else to do now but rest 
And patiently learn to receive the self 
You have forsaken in the race of days.

At first your thinking will darken 
And sadness take over like listless weather. 
The flow of unwept tears will frighten you.

You have travelled too fast over false ground; 
Now your soul has come to take you back.

Take refuge in your senses, open up 
To all the small miracles you rushed through.

Become inclined to watch the way of rain 
When it falls slow and free.

Imitate the habit of twilight, 
Taking time to open the well of colour 
That fostered the brightness of day.

Draw alongside the silence of stone
Until its calmness can claim you.
Be excessively gentle with yourself.

Stay clear of those vexed in spirit. 
Learn to linger around someone of ease 
Who feels they have all the time in the world.

Gradually, you will return to yourself, 
Having learned a new respect for your heart 
And the joy that dwells far within slow time.
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CONNECT, CONTACT, DONATE
Sanctuary Mental Health Ministries is a non-profit and relies upon the generosity of 

donors to equip the Church. Will you partner with Sanctuary and become a donor? Visit 
our website for ways to give:  
sanctuarymentalhealth.org

 
Follow us:

For questions related to Sanctuary’s resources, email: 
support@sanctuarymentalhealth.org 

THE SANCTUARY COURSE
An eight-week study guide is designed for small groups, The Sanctuary Course uses 
films and discussion guides to explore mental health from psychological, social, and 

theological perspectives.

Learn more about The Sanctuary Course
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WITH THANKS
The work of Sanctuary has been made possible by the generosity of donors, volunteers, 

and staff over many years. It would be impossible for us to personally thank the 
hundreds of people who have made this ministry possible, but to all of you we do offer 
a heartfelt and sincere thank you. May you and your loved ones continue to know God’s 

peace in the midst; may he always be your sanctuary. 

@SanctuaryMH sanctuarymentalhealth@sanctuarymentalhealth

http://www.sanctuarymentalhealth.org
https://www.sanctuarymentalhealth.org/sanctuary-course/
https://www.sanctuarymentalhealth.org/sanctuary-course/
https://twitter.com/sanctuarymh
https://www.facebook.com/sanctuarymentalhealth
http://www.instagram.com/sanctuarymentalhealth

