Picture this: Your child is performing in a play next week and dress rehearsal is tomorrow morning.
You haven’t ﬁnished her costume yet. Oh, who are we kidding? You haven’t even started. You’d been waiBng for a
quiet moment, but one never materialized. Now, it’s almost midnight. Everyone’s in bed. The night is yours.
You Bptoe upstairs to gather sewing supplies and bring them down to your oﬃce. You don’t want to wake anyone
with the repeBBve thrumming of your sewing machine. You tuck the ironing board under your leI arm and pick
up the iron. Convinced you can get everything downstairs in just two trips, you load your other arm up with
costume pieces and a small box containing pins and several spools of thread.
You take only two steps before realizing your misjudgment, but it’s too late. The box falls to the ground, scaLering
pins and thread all over the ﬂoor.
As you drop to your knees to gather it all up, simultaneously praying that the crash didn’t wake any children, you
can’t help but wonder why things fall apart at the worst moments. Is it bad luck? Over-Bredness? Or are you
simply trying to do too much?
Too oIen, we overesBmate how much we can actually do, not realizing it unBl we ﬁnd ourselves in a big mess.
Somehow, everybody else sees it coming before we do. They try and warn us by saying, “I don’t know how you do
it all,” but we laugh it oﬀ.
Because who else would do it if we didn’t do it? It’s not a maLer of choice, right? We don’t WANT to do it all; we
just know if we don’t do it, it won’t get done. (Which, perhaps, is neither true nor terrible, but that’s a topic for a
whole other post.)
My point here is we are all guilty of taking on more than we should someBmes (and for us recovering
overachievers, a lot more someBmes). There are Bmes when we know what we’re ge[ng ourselves into and we
enter intenBonally into a chaoBc season, knowing that it will be diﬃcult, but ﬁxing our eyes on that known end
date.
At other Bmes though, all of these commitments seem to creep up without us even giving them much thought. It’s
like one day we think our lives are in balance and then all of a sudden, we’re totally overcommiLed and exhausted.
So how do we recognize the warning signs of this dangerous state so that we can put on our hazard lights and
safely pull over onto the shoulder before our engines start smoking?
Here are eleven signs to look for. If you noBce several of these in your life, it’s Bme to slow down!

1

Your dining table resembles a storage unit

When we’re really busy, we start cu[ng corners. One of the ﬁrst corners cut is not pu[ng our stuﬀ
away. We enter the house, arms laden with bags, groceries, children, and we set it all down on the
counter, table or ﬂoor. We triage these things, dealing only with what must absolutely be dealt with,
leaving the rest to be sorted out later, “when we have a bit more Bme.”
Except that “later” is a myth. We have meals to prepare, homework to supervise, bedBmes to enforce,
and so on. By the Bme “later” arrives, we’re so exhausted, dealing with the mess is the last thing we want
to do. We need to get things ready for tomorrow and hopefully catch a few hours sleep. So the mess
grows.

And if you haven’t seen the surface of your dining table in weeks, there’s a good chance you are skipping
family dinners as well —a unique and ﬂeeBng chance to connect with the ones you love.

2

You have no idea where your Bible is

I remember driving home from a women’s retreat several years ago with a friend. I menBoned to her
something that occurred during a morning devoBonal Bme. She looked at me and asked, “You actually
have Bme to do that?”
At the Bme, I was surprised. I thought this was a preLy standard pracBce for most ChrisBans (I hadn’t
been one for very long so my scope was limited). Not long aIer, my life started to get busy, and my
morning devoBonal Bmes began to evaporate. Soon, my regular quiet Bmes with God dried up
altogether as I became increasingly overwhelmed by everything I needed to do. I tried to set aside a few
minutes each day to run through my prayer list, but that was oIen all I was able to get through.

One of my favourite books on this subject is Bill Hybel’s Too Busy Not To Pray. He gives examples of
inﬂuenBal people ranging from Mother Teresa to MarBn Luther King Jr. who discovered the key to
managing busy lives was to pray in direct proporBon to how busy they were. The more they had to do,
the more Bme they took in the morning to pray about it.
I want to be like them.
Their lives demonstrate a fundamental truth. When we give the best of our 7me to God, He redeems it,
giving us everything we need to adequately face everything else He calls us into.

3

You can’t believe how much you’re yelling
at the people you love

July 4, 2017, was one of the lowest days of my life. It was my ﬁrst day on my own since the birth of my
fourth child, aIer having my mother-in-law help for two months.
If I’d been awake enough to realize that, I would have given myself more grace. But I went about life as
though it were a normal day; trying to keep everyone fed and happy, clean the house, and—the bane of
my existence—ge[ng an almost-three-year-old to take a nap. By two in the aIernoon, all ﬁve of us were
crying messes and my Bredness and impaBence were at fault. I had yelled at everyone except the baby
and was an absolute wreck. I even lashed out at a friend via text message when she asked me to commit
to something I didn’t have Bme to even think about.
It took me a good long while—far too
long, in retrospect—to realize that my
ability to cope with the stress of
caring for four children day in and
day out was directly correlated to
how much sleep I was ge[ng, and I
wasn’t ge[ng nearly enough.
Learning to give myself enough rest
during the day didn’t make the days
any easier, but it did give me the
strength and presence of mind to
react in posiBve, rather than negaBve
ways, which in turn, helped reduce
the number of stressful situaBons that arose.
When we’re overburdened and overBred, it’s so much easier to become impaBent and angry. We don’t
feel well and we just want things to go our way, for once. If only everyone would just listen, and
cooperate, and—please, God—be quiet! But, of course, they don’t, and our frustraBon grows, causing us
to lash out with greater frequency.

4

You don’t have Bme to dance

Everyone needs to let loose someBmes. When we’re running around from one commitment to the next,
we can become so serious. It’s hard to see past the present circumstances in front of us and remember
most of the things we are doing are insigniﬁcant in the grand scheme.
When we focus so intently on everything we have to get done, we lose the opportunity to live fully in
the present moment.
Kids inherently know how to do this. They see a clean living room, and they immediately think we need to
build a fort. The sun peeks into the kitchen through the gap in the drawn curtains, and they feel a
magneBc pull to play outside. A good song comes on and they know it’s Bme to stop and dance.
As children, we knew how to
live in the moment as well, but
as we got older, we learned
the

importance

of

responsibility, and gradually
learned how to live in the
future, always an7cipa7ng the
next thing and preparing for it.
Now we look at our children
with frustraBon, wondering,
why can’t they hurry up? Don’t
they know how much needs to
be done? Who do they think will
do it all?
From Bme to Bme, our inner child should be allowed to emerge, nudging us to put down the dishes
we’re washing or the bills we are paying and dance overzealously around the kitchen with our kids for a
song or two, belBng the lyrics oﬀ-key as we do, naturally.

5

Things start to fall through the cracks

Can you relate to any of the following scenarios?
•

You pay two Internet companies for the same service for months because you didn’t have Bme to
cancel the old contract when you changed providers.

•

An airline credit expires because you didn’t have Bme to use it.

•

Food in your fridge goes bad because you’re eaBng out more than you’d planned.

•

Your baby gets his two-month immunizaBons aIer his ﬁrst birthday because you didn’t have Bme
to make the appointment.
When you’re doing too
much, the liLle details of
life don’t get the aLenBon
t h ey n e e d . Th ey s l i p
through the cracks as you
move from one important
task to the next, trying to
get everything done.
It’s not that you aren’t
organized—you do have
all those to-do lists, aFer
all. It’s just that there Is.
No. Time. No Bme to get it
all done. No Bme to check
all those boxes. No Bme to

follow up on an important phone call when you get a busy signal the ﬁrst Bme through. There just isn’t
enough Bme anymore.
Unfortunately, Bme is ﬁnite. There’s no more of it to go around. We can get more eﬃcient with how we
use it, but even eﬃciency has its limits.

6

You’re no longer doing the things that
bring you joy

When I was in my early twenBes, I kept a spreadsheet print-out on my desk at all Bmes. On it was a list
of a dozen or so acBviBes that I loved doing, but that I didn’t necessarily need to do-–photography,
journaling, working out-–the things easiest to skip on a busy day.
Each day I would check oﬀ all of the acBviBes I did and rank my day based on the proporBon of my list
I’d been able to squeeze in. (I know—I’m a big nerd, right?) These things brought me joy and I knew if
they weren’t put on a list, I wouldn’t get around to them.
Somewhere along the line, the list disappeared. Nothing was ge[ng checked oﬀ anymore anyway, so
what was the point? Looking at it just made me feel guilty and sad. I didn’t have Bme to do the things
that brought me joy and the last thing I needed was a constant reminder of that.
But there’s so much to be gained from doing the things we love regularly–even if only because we love
them. That is reason enough. When we make Bme to feed our spirits with joy-giving acBviBes, we are
refreshed. Our cups are ﬁlled back up and we renew our ability to pour ourselves out into the lives of
others.
We cannot give what we do not have.

7

You’re always “on”

ProducBvity can be addicBve. In a world where most things are out of our control, checking tasks oﬀ
your to-do list can give you a small rush, a sense of accomplishment, the illusion you’re somehow closer
to ge[ng done that which you must do.
Unfortunately, the list always seems to grow longer as each task completed leaves two or three more in
its wake. You spend more and more Bme trying to ‘get it all done,’ but Bme is scarce and your tasks are
many.
Even when you’re not acBvely working on them, your mind conBnues to focus on them, telling you to
turn your aLenBon back in that direcBon. It becomes hard to relax because of that persistent, nagging
feeling you should be doing something, anything.
We were not created to work non-stop. We were created with a need and desire for rest. That’s why
God gave us the giI of the Sabbath. But we also need to ﬁnd moments to rest throughout each day to
refuel ourselves for the work that remains.
If you've reached the point where you can’t shut your mind oﬀ to everything that needs to be done,
write down everything you need to do as well as everything you are worried about. PrioriBze your list
and pray over it. You may be surprised at how many things God will take care of without you even doing
anything.
Allocate speciﬁc Bmes for the
most pressing items on your list,
then set it aside and allow
yourself to take a rest. Go for a
walk, visit a friend, take a nap,
read a book—whatever it is that
helps you unwind the most. The
list will sBll be waiBng for you,
but you will be much beLer
equipped to deal with it aIer
you’ve given your mind and
body a rest.

8

The seats in your car are covered in
crumbs

This one might not seem parBcularly profound, but it can be a quick and easy way to tell if you’re doing
too much.
You know how good you feel aIer you clean your car? When you’ve scrubbed away the grime inside and
out, chucked all of the accumulated garbage, and given it a thorough vacuum? When it’s done well, your
car feels almost like it’s new again.
If you’re anything like me, you probably top this massive eﬀort oﬀ with some type of promise to yourself
along the lines of, “I’ll never let it get this bad again. No more snacks in the car. No more leaving our
things behind.”
And you probably sBck to it for a few days, maybe even a week or two. And then you cave. “Okay, a few
snacks, but nothing messy. No crackers. No apples with their cores that get leI behind to rot in unseen
cup holders.”
And that might last another week, but
before you know it, everybody’s right back
to making a huge mess in the car, eaBng
whatever they want and tucking the remains
into any crevice they can ﬁnd. I don’t know
how kids manage to do this, but it seems like
they always get into the car with at least
twice as much stuﬀ as they exit with. Socks,
gloves, shoes, playing cards, library books,
lunch containers—how do they all seem to
end up in the car?
It’s not that we mean to eat all of our snacks
in there, it’s just that we are in there. So.
Much. We are always in the car, rushing from one acBvity to another, and by the Bme we get home,
we’re either too Bred or too far behind schedule to bring in all of that stuﬀ in the car. And who knows,
we might be looking for that extra shoe tomorrow anyway, so we might as well just leave it there, right?
Just thinking about this makes me want to clear oﬀ the calendar and take out the vacuum!

9

You’re always late

When I was a kid, my dad used to arrive ridiculously early whenever he had to pick me up. One Bme he
was so early, the school actually asked him what he was doing there—it was super embarrassing.
When I’d ask him why he always showed up so early, he’d reply, “if you’re on Bme, you’re late.”
I’m not sure when it happened, but somewhere along the way, I came to share this belief. Then I married
a Nigerian who was raised with more of a “if you’re really, really late, you’re on Bme” mantra. This caused
a lot of tension for us at the beginning unBl we both found that we actually preferred arriving right on
Bme.
Unfortunately, being on Bme
soon became an idealisBc
goal we seldom achieved.
No maLer how prepared we
thought we were, or how
early we woke up, we
struggled to get to most
places on Bme.
Being late gives me a lot of
anxiety so we started
loosening up our schedule
and allowing longer buﬀer
periods between acBviBes.
We also let go of as many
things as possible to make more room for the really important things, and it works.
When you have only the most important acBviBes on your schedule, it makes it a lot easier to get there
on Bme, and to arrive without all the anxiety in tow, too.

10

You can’t ask anyone else to stand in for
you

Imagine you were oﬀered an opportunity to go on an amazing week-long trip by yourself. All expenses
paid, all logisBcs taken care of. All you have to do is show up and enjoy it.
Oh, and ﬁnd someone to ﬁll in for you at home while you’re away. You know, someone who can cook,
clean, chauﬀeur, buy groceries, help with homework, put liLle ones down for naps, etc., etc., etc.; all of
the millions of things you do every day without even thinking about it.
Do you know someone who could ﬁll in for you? Would you even be brave enough to ask?
This one was a huge wakeup call for me. I had a last-minute surgery a few months ago on a Friday
morning. My husband took a few days oﬀ work and my mother came from out-of-town to help for a
week because I was supposed to stay in bed.
On Monday morning, I made them a list of everything I do on Mondays, which mostly involves a lot of
driving, waiBng and rushing home to sneak in snacks and naps for the baby. By the Bme I’d explained the
schedule to my husband, he was looking at me like I was crazy.
Immediately, I apologized and told him
he didn’t need to do it all. We could skip
some of the acBviBes if it was too
much. I felt bad for pressing my hecBc
schedule onto him and my mother, who
presumably hadn’t known what they
were ge[ng into.
But later that night, it hit me. If I’m
embarrassed to ask two people to take
on my responsibiliBes—if it even seems
preposterous that they’d be able to
manage all of that in one day—why on
earth am I demanding the same of
myself every day? Am I not clearly taking on way too much?
I menBoned this to my husband, and—not surprisingly—he agreed, and encouraged me to cut back.

11

You keep ge[ng sick

SomeBmes we refuse to acknowledge our stress, insisBng instead that we’re simply ‘busy’. Ignoring stress
does not change the fact of its existence, however. A few years ago, I experienced this acutely.
I developed a number of seemingly unrelated symptoms that made it diﬃcult for me to funcBon
properly. Along with headaches and back pain, I had severe stomach aches daily that required me to
spend much of my Bme in bed. Fed up and concerned, I made a list of all my symptoms and sought the
help of my doctor. AIer subjecBng me to a slew of tests, she was unable to ﬁnd anything “wrong” with
me, and oﬀered no further guidance. I started to wonder if it was all in my head.
Then I aLended a presentaBon at my local health food store on the dangers of stress. The speaker
explained how stress manifests itself through a variety of symptoms our tradiBonal medical system is not
well adapted to diagnosing. As though he were telling my own story, he described how doctors run all
the tests available to them, but have few opBons to turn to when the tests oﬀer no insight. Many people
end up with no answers—or worse, on medicaBons that deal only with the symptoms, not the cause.
Then he displayed a list of symptoms most commonly associated with stress and my jaw dropped. The
list was almost idenBcal to the one I’d made at home. I couldn’t believe something as ‘simple’ as stress
could be making me so sick. Of course, the way stress manifests itself on our various bodily systems is
actually a lot more complicated than I realized.
But as I worked to reduce
the sources of stress in my
l i fe a n d i n c o r p o r a t e d
rhythms of rest, exercise
and medita7ve prayer, I
was astonished to see the
symptoms on my list
evaporate.
Within a year, all but one of
the twenty or so symptoms
were

gone.

More

importantly, I learned how
to tune into my own body

and listen for signals I’m doing too much. Now, I can make quicker adjustments.
Stress can cause much more serious health problems, too. In his book, Your RelaBonship with God, Dr.
Gary Smalley recounts a period in his life where he was subjected to seriously high stress levels. Dr.
Smalley struggled to maintain his idenBty in Christ as he juggled the ever-increasing demands of a rapidly
growing ministry that included authoring books, hosBng seminars and simulcasts, and running the
Smalley RelaBonship Centre.
So preoccupied was he with everything he was doing, he didn’t noBce the toll it was taking on his health
unBl it was almost too late. Within the span of a year, he experienced both a massive heart aLack and
kidney failure severe enough to warrant the need for a transplant.
It was only in his recovery from the transplant that Dr. Smalley learned how his “out-of-control, stressﬁlled life was killing [his] body one organ at a Bme.”
So, how about you? What
kind of toll is your busy
lifestyle taking on your life?
Is it stealing your joy?
Making you sick? HurBng
your relaBonships?
As you can tell by the sheer
number of my anecdotes, I
am no stranger to overdoing
it. I’ve been a To-Do List
Guru for a long Bme, always
seeking to squeeze just a
few more things into each
day.
And yes, there is a thrill that comes from ge[ng so much done, but there’s also a price to pay. In the
long term, this hecBc pace catches up with us and demands more than we may be able to oﬀer.
Please give yourself permission to let go and to do a liLle less.
Your body will thank you.

