
  Relaxing Your Nerves 

The Body-Mind-Heart Connection 

 Your nervous system is made up of your brain, spinal cord, and every 

nerve in your body, including all your senses: sight, smell, hearing, touch, 

and taste. It is how you sense reality.  

 This electrical system is hardwired directly with your mental and 

emotional domains. Yes, the body, mind, and heart are electrically and 

chemically interconnected. Within this complex system, two parts effect your 

thoughts and feelings the most.  

 The Sympathetic Nervous System (SNS) is the excited mode (fight or flight). It is red hot. When 

activated by distress, the body automatically responds instantly to defend itself from a perceived threat. An 

intense cocktail of hormones, including adrenaline, cortisol, and testosterone, will flood the body, and the mind 

becomes supercharged and hyper-alert. It is designed to be a brief burst of pure focused energy.  

 Unfortunately, when fully activated, the most logical part of the brain (the prefrontal cortex) is offline. 

This is called flooding, and you can’t reason well in this state. People with PTSD have an SNS-dominated 

brain. This is a difficult way to live all the time. The SNS, like a fighter, needs to rest often. The solution is to 

activate the Parasympathetic System. 

 The Parasympathetic Nervous System (PNS) is the relaxed mode (rest and digest). It is cool blue. It is 

the business-as-usual state when restoration and healing occur. When activated, the body relaxes its nerves 

and muscles, so the body and mind can heal up for the next crisis. It takes some time for the body to relax fully.  

 The Parasympathetic System is a slow system that allows slow-but-essential things like digestion to 

happen. Many people under chronic stress, including those with PTSD, are stuck in the fight or flight mode for 

very long periods of time, and they suffer from all kinds of illnesses all over their body.  

 The good news is that anyone can learn to train their body to relax and thus cause the nervous system 

to slow down and recover. Yes, you can calm yourself down, but it takes some skill and time. 

 There is a rhythm to this, like breathing. The Sympathetic is the inhale that generates quick energy to 

run away from or fight against threat. The Parasympathetic is the exhale that releases energy and brings 

relaxation to heal. When you breathe deeply, you are beginning to balance these systems. 



Relaxed-Muscle Body 

 The solution to the problem of stress is not to eliminate all (or even most) of the stressors in your 

environment. That’s not possible. But you can learn to manage what you have some control over - your own 

nervous system. You can learn to tolerate distress really well. This is called resiliency, and it is a superpower!  

 Simply the ability to reduce your stress response by a fraction is a great accomplishment. If you can 

bring your anxiety or anger down 10%, that is great. Another 10% will get you into a much safer place.  

 A balanced system will allow you to live a good life, not free of all stress, but certainly free from terror. If 

you can move yourself from a level 9 (on a scale of 1-10 for anxiety) to a level 7, then you are in a much better 

place. Bringing it down to a level 5 enables you to solve our own problems and move on with some peace.  

 Like an elite athlete, you can learn how to handle great stress in large amounts and recover quickly. 

You can learn how to allow the sympathetic system to do its job (fight or flight) and not dominate you beyond 

its usefulness. And you can learn how to quickly activate the parasympathetic system to do its job (rest and 

digest) for quick recovery.  

 Experts in trauma therapy agree that a relaxed-muscle body can deal with traumatic stress. This is 

especially true for those with PTSD. They say that you cannot have PTSD in a relaxed-muscle body. 

It Starts with the Body, not the Brain 

 This work must happen from the outside in. It all starts with the body. You must first relax the body’s 

muscles, and then the mind can re-organize and recover, but it does take some time. It’s not a quick fix.  

 While some people think that they can calm down with one step back and one deep breath, it’s just not 

possible. It takes a person 10-30 minutes to calm down, and only that is with skilled, focused effort. Normally, it 

take hours. When a person can calm their body down, they can then calm their mind down, but not until then. 

The Next Step 

 Once you have some tools that you know how to use to calm your body, then you can move on to 

sorting out your thoughts and feelings in safety. The key is to keep those tools at the ready because the fight or 

flight response is always just a moment away. One little thing can trigger an instant fight or flight response. But 

that is ok because you have the ability to calm your nerves now! 

 If your thoughts or feelings are too intense and your overall feeling is totally overwhelming to you, then 

you need to seek professional help. A counselor can help you process your thoughts in a safe way. For 

instance, if you have a panic attack, flashback, vertigo, or recurring nightmares, then you should seek the help 

of a mental health professional as a guide, preferably one who has training in dealing with trauma. 



Relaxation Techniques 

You do not need all of these, but you definitely need some of them.         
None of them can hurt you, but most of them will help you calm down.                     
Try some this week. See if you can find one that works well for you.  

Deep Breathing  -  Take long, slow, deep breaths using your belly and your 
back. Breathe in with your nose. Fill up your lungs from the bottom. Fill your lungs in every direction. Hold it. 
Let the air out your mouth for a long, slow exhale. If you want, add a word like “energy” to your inhale and 
“rest” to your exhale. Focus on all the sensations in you. This is the most important of all relaxation techniques. 

Wet Noodle  -  Lay on the floor or sit in a chair and try to relax every single muscle in your body. Find all the 
little muscles in your head, shoulder, back, belly, etc. where there may be some tension. This can identify the 
muscle groups that needs extra attention (massage, heat, ice, stretching).  

Body Scan  -  Sit in a chair and scan every muscle group in your body from your toes to your head. Notice 
how every part of your body feels. You can move each part, but this is about noticing, not stretching.  

Progressive Muscle Relaxation (PMR)  -  Focus on slowly tensing and then relaxing each muscle group. You 
can become more aware of all sorts of physical sensations. You start by tensing and relaxing the muscles in 
your feet and progressively working your way up to your head. Tense your muscles for about five seconds and 
then relax for 30 seconds, and repeat. 

Peripheral Vision / Soft Focus  -  When stressed, our eyes tend to hyper-focus into tunnel vision. We are 
unaware of the space around us, as we get lost in our thoughts. To relax our vision, we can soften our focus 
and use our peripheral vision. Try to see the whole field of vision before you. Relax and take it in. 

Walk and Stretch  -  Go for a brief walk in nature to stretch out your legs and limber up your body. Try to relax 
as you walk, swinging your arms and extending your legs to loosen up. Move your arms in big circles 
occasionally. Take some deep breaths. Stretch your neck, arms, back, and whatever else feels tight.  

Yoga Poses for the Vagal Nerve  -  Cat, Cow, Child, Bridge, and Legs up the Wall  -  These poses stimulate 
the Vagus nerve and can relax you very quickly. Remember to always breathe deep and easy.  

Pelvic Floor Relaxation  -  Most people store a lot of muscle tension below their pelvic area, and it’s tied 
directly to your emotional tension. To relax the pelvic floor, you need to do an exercise called a Kegel, which 
activates the muscles that you use cut your pee off mid-stream. To do this, contract, pull up, and hold for 5 
second. Try not to tighten your butt or upper belly muscles. Then relax all the muscles down there. 

Splash your Face  -  Splash your face with cool water (several times), then massage your face, jaw, head. 

Cool Rag  -  Get a cool washrag or paper towel and put it on the face, neck, and wrists. 

Massage  -  Focus a massage not just on a muscle that hurts but on the whole group of muscles that surround 
the tight muscle. Try a massage chair, a shiatsu neck massager, or a thumper.  

Hydro / Heat Therapy  -  Take a bath, sauna, hot tub, heat pad, wet warm washcloth, warm blanket, etc. 

Aromatherapy  -  Bake. Cook. BBQ. Burn candles or incense. Fry bacon. Whatever makes you happy. 



Light Therapy  -  Sunshine (direct or indirect) is great for mental health. 
Candles provide warm, flickering light and scent. Also, look into changing 
lightbulbs (or fixtures) to a multi-spectrum, warmer, indirect light.  

Nature Therapy  -  A walk in the woods is therapeutic on every level. 
Notice all the colors, shapes, texture, lighting, plants, bugs, and birds. Notice your place in the world. You are 
rooted on the earth and yet you also have wings. Be a part of nature. 

Art Therapy  -  Drawing, painting, coloring, woodworking, sculpting… Anything that requires you to physically 
craft something with color, texture, shape, smell… It’s all good. But avoid computers. 

Food Therapy  -  Savor your food. Enjoy your beverages. Smell it. Enjoy the texture. Feel its warmth. 

Music Therapy  -  Play relaxing music in the background while you do some of these other techniques. 

Humming / Singing -  Boost your mood by humming or singing to music. This stimulates the Vagus nerve. 

Yoga, Tai Chi, Qigong  -  These three ancient arts combine rhythmic breathing with a series of postures or 
flowing movements. These offer a mental focus and will enhance your flexibility and balance. 

Tapping  -  Key pressure points on your body hold stress. This technique (aka EFT) is a little weird, but it helps 
a lot of people. You can do it yourself quickly, and it can’t hurt. Tap ten times each on your: forehead, under 
each eye, under each armpit, and each collarbone. Cross left to right each time.  

Sleep Rhythm  - Stay in a steady rhythm of sleep that energizes with the rising sun and rests as the sun sets. 

Mindfulness Meditation  -  Sit in a chair or lay on the floor. Focus on your breathing. Bring your mind's 
attention to the present moment, without drifting into concerns about the past or the future. Think about one 
idea, perhaps using a one-word mantra like “Peace” or “Shalom.” Or make your own affirming sentence like, 
“I’m good enough, I have enough, and I’m doing enough for today.” 

Visualization  -  Take an imaginary journey to a peaceful, calming place. Imagine packing up and going there 
in a car, plane, or boat. Incorporate sight, sound, smell, and touch. Imagine doing something relaxing while in 
that place. Stay for a while until you feel more relaxed. Then return home with a more relaxed body 

Tiny Prayer  -  Silently repeat a short prayer or phrase from scripture, while practicing breath focus. Focus on 
something eternal and exciting, like heaven, healing, love, or grace. 

Formal Prayer  -  Recite the Lord’s Prayer, the Serenity Prayer, the 23rd Psalm, or any other liturgy. 

Gratitude  -  Think of your blessings, three at at time, very slowly. Give thanks for each of them, slowly. 

Laughter  -  Think of it as a combination of exercise and medicine. It is pure physical joy. Go get some. 

Mono-Tasking  -  Do one thing at a time. Do it slowly. Resist the temptation to check on other things. 

Social Connection  -  Enjoy something with someone who calms you. Without social connections we become 
isolated which leads directly to depression. So, keep yourself connected with good people. 


