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Spir i tual Roots - Do I Know How to Rest 
 

Course SR-102 Lesson 2 Text  
 
 

WHAT IS  BURNOUT  AND HOW DOES IT  HAPPEN? 
The term “burnout” is not a formal, legal psychiatric disorder. It is, however, a very 
real one.  Burnout may be defined as a condition that results from living a life of 
meeting unhealthy and oftentimes unrealistic expectations of others or ourselves 
without regard for our own well-being,  resulting in feeling as if our energy and zest 
for life have been used up without ability to recover.   
 
This term used to be used for professionals in human service professions who 
had lost the ability to care, whose performance was impaired, who had low 
morale and other emotional problems and who were possibly self-medicating by 
drug abuse. It was presumed to be the result of prolonged high stress levels and 
high levels of demand. 
 
We now understand burnout can happen to anyone who is in a position of caring 
for others, whether they are clients, friends or family.  
 
CAUSATIVE FACTORS 
Burnout happens because a person: 

• Helps others without first determining if the person is theirs to help. 
• Sees themselves as needing to be needed in order to feel good about 

themselves. 
• Has poor boundary skills and may even believe boundaries make us selfish 

people. 
• Believes in order to be a “good Christian” or a “good person” they must 

always put the needs or even desires of others over their own well-being. 
• Does not understand the difference between needing rest and being lazy. 
• May have a perfectionistic streak and therefore have difficulty delegating 

tasks. 
• Has control issues and finds it more comfortable to do everything 

themselves rather than stand back and trust others to perform the task. 
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• Believes if they don’t do something no one else will step up to the task. 
• Believes their whole identity is wrapped up in what they do rather than in 

who they were created to be. 
• Has a tendency to live either in the future or in the past. This leads to not 

being in the present, thus leading to missed joy, difficulty focusing (absent-
mindedness) and increased anxiety. Anxiety can be linked to fear of the 
uncontrolled future, fear of not being able to live up to expectations, or to 
regret, etc. linked to perceived past failures. 

• There is, in many burnout cases, a tendency to be led by emotions or 
physical feelings rather than to keep them in balance. Feelings are from the 
Lord. God has feelings, but nowhere are we taught to be led by them or to 
be driven by them. Emotions cannot “drive the bus.”  Physical feelings are 
indicators. Focus on what they are indicating and not on the sensation of 
them. If you have an ache or pain, ask the Lord if it is due to emotion, attack 
or an actual physical problem. Deal with the cause. Some people in burnout 
present almost as hypochondriacs. Others may present as drama people. 
Past a certain point, however, the emotions become too much and the 
person may then actually be too tired to feel much at all. Numbness is 
usually associated with later stages of burnout. 

 
STAGES 
1)  Stage one is so common most people who suffer from it never know. At this 
stage people are mildly dissatisfied with their life. They feel somewhat trapped, but 
see no way out except to hope things will “get better” so they will be able to rest 
more. People feel tired most of the time but are still able to “keep going” without 
using up all of their energy just to make it through the day. They are mildly aware 
they feel somewhat “depressed” but it is not so bad they cannot just ignore it and 
keep going. Many times healthy diet is replaced by what is easiest and quickest 
because the person does not feel like cooking and cleaning up afterward. They 
may be more easily distracted than before and their frustration may be more 
evident. They may be more susceptible to colds and the like because their immune 
system is somewhat compromised. They may have the beginnings of sleep 
problems and think their “blood sugar is dropping” at about the same time every 
day. They may not be able to hide fatigue and irritability as well as before.  They are 
very aware “I need a vacation!” 
 
2)  Stage two is characterized by increased levels of fatigue, distractibility and 
possibly increasing levels of irritability and frustration. They usually feel as if others 
are taking advantage of them without realizing they have created the situation by 
their own actions and choices. They now know that a simple vacation may bring at 
least temporary relief, but they dread the thought of coming back from so much 
time off. They just don’t see how it can be done. They find the idea of going to bed 
early very appealing, but may not be able to “wind down” and rest once they are in 
bed. They are increasingly susceptible to immune disorders, colds and the flu. 
They have aches and pains usually not able to be detected by medical tests. 
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3)  Stage three is characterized by constant, unrelenting fatigue. They may be able 
to keep going, but not to the extent they were able to even three months prior. They 
may have enough energy to continue their job, but not both job and family. If they 
also have to be responsible for the care of others after work they will not be able 
to do so without much assistance. After work they barely have enough energy to 
stay awake until eight or nine o’clock. A problem may occur, however, if they 
become so fatigued they have difficulty sleeping. Now we have a completely 
exhausted person who is too tired to fall asleep, thus resulting in sleep deprivation 
as well. Sleep deprivation can look like a psychiatric disorder, so now it may seem 
as if they are “losing their mind” as well as being chronically fatigued and 
emotionally drained. While being emotionally drained, however, if they have other 
issues in play there may also be a lifestyle of drama. If their family is used to drama 
and doesn’t know how to function without it, your client may not be responsible for 
all of the drama around them, but they also have no power to stop it. Stage three 
burnout includes symptoms of depression, but even if antidepressants are 
prescribed they will not address many of the symptoms. Medication may help, but 
only minimally, and some of the symptoms may actually worsen. Stage three is 
characterized by someone who stays up only long enough to meet some of their 
obligations and then seeks their bed as soon as possible. During this stage, 
however, most people wake up as tired as when they went to bed or, if they do 
feel better when they wake up it doesn’t last very long. Their work production after 
lunch declines as the rest of the day progresses. Some people are able to cover 
this better than others. 
 
4)  Stage four burnout looks like a nervous breakdown. The person is either bed-
ridden or as close to it as possible. They are unable to meet the needs of a job or 
family. They cannot have dinner on the table every night because there are some 
days when it is just too hard to even get out of bed. They want as little contact with 
others as possible. They have difficulty handling well-meaning religious people who 
come to them with prayer, visitation and well-intentioned teaching, suggestions and 
platitudes. They do NOT feel up to company. They don’t feel up to anything. They 
don’t feel like getting dressed and going anywhere. All they want is to be left alone 
and to rest. Oddly enough, this is exactly what they need. They need to be left alone, 
free of demands of others, free of ineffective advice about overcoming 
depression (which is NOT the problem) and free from the weight of entertaining 
visitors. If a person has reached stage four burnout, pray for them, but not with 
them. Think of them, but don’t visit. Do what you can to help the family by arranging 
for meals to be either delivered to the house when someone else is there to 
receive them or by arranging for the person’s spouse to pick up the meals. If you 
want to help, arrange with the spouse for someone to come in and do basic 
housework a few times a week with the specific orders to LEAVE THE PERSON IN 
BURNOUT ALONE!  If they are a single parent, arrange to take their child(ren) for 
outings or overnights. Don’t harass them with phone calls and “Thinking of you.” 
Send a flower with a simple card but not a whole bouquet. Send a postcard with a 
pretty picture but not a letter. Don’t tell them they are missed because it may sound 
to them like a guilt trip. “I love you,” is good, but don’t elaborate. Let them recover as 
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free from obligation as possible. Be sure food is available that requires as little 
preparation and clean-up as possible. Nutritious, flavorful dietary supplemental 
drinks are good.  Eventually they will feel like eating, but not if it will require too much 
energy. Eventually they may feel like talking to someone for a few minutes, but 
lengthy conversations will wear them out. It needs to be clear no “Thank You” for 
any help given is necessary or expected. What is done must be out of love and for 
no other reason. The person may or may not have health care during this time, but 
medical tests won’t show much, if anything wrong. Psychiatric intervention may be 
tried and the person may be diagnosed with severe clinical depression. In that 
case they will be prescribed antidepressants which may appear to help, at least 
for a brief time. Sooner or later, however, the burnout will again manifest and the 
medications will appear to have become ineffective. Effective therapy cannot 
begin until the person is in stage three or better as they won’t have energy to 
participate. 
 
HOW IS BURNOUT DIFFERENT FROM D EPRESSION? 

• If the depression is clinical the cause is a brain chemistry problem – it is 
medical. 

• If the depression is situational it is caused by an on-going situation (either 
long or short term) but the cause is the specific situation (or possibly 
situations). 

• If the symptoms look somewhat like depression but are caused by the 
person’s lifestyle, it is probably burnout. The cause is the person’s reaction 
to the life they have created. 

 


