Be the Peace

Information and reﬂective activities
to help you have less stress and more peace

Six Billion Paths to Peace
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This pack of teaching and reﬂection cards is part of the Shinnyo‐en Founda‐
tion’s Six Billion Paths to Peace project. The initiative supports people to
become more aware of how everyday actions lead to peace.
Stress inhibits individuals from developing consciousness about their actions.
When stressed, it is hard to think well. When it’s hard to think well, it’s hard
to take care of yourself, your family and others around you. You may even be
doing service for others, but doing it with a level of anxiety and/or discomfort
that serves no one in the long run.
On the ﬂip side, doing service actually decreases stress. In a joint study by
UC Berkeley and Wellesley College, they found that doing service during
high school was associated with better physical and mental health over ﬁve
decades, well into late adulthood. 1
We’ve developed these cards for you to understand stress and your response
to it. Doing so will increase your:
•
•
•
•
•

ability to serve others with a sense of peace and joy
ability to be and stay healthy
ability to build strong and thriving relationships
creative and critical thinking skills
ability to stay grounded in the values and activities that matter most to
you.

Managing your stress is both a service to everyone in your life and a powerful
path to peace.
The cards can be used by educators, young people, parents or anyone looking
to learn more about stress. Using them should not be a stressful activity. You
can move through them in chronological order, with the theory and idea cards
followed by relevant activity cards, or you can skip around. You can supple‐
ment the theories with other books, articles or current research. Cards 25‐35
can be used anytime, for any reason, to help people increase their sense of
peace. Have fun and enjoy!
For more information about Six Billion Paths to Peace and the Shinnyo‐en
Foundation, check out the back card or ﬁnd us online at www.sef.org.
1. New York Times, Mark D. Lange

What is stress?
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hat is stress?

A stressor is anything in the outside world that knocks you out of homeostatic
balance, or internal troubling thoughts that do the same. The stress‐response
is what your body does to reestablish homeostasis.
In other words, Stress = Pressure, Stress Response = Our Reaction to the Pres‐
sure
While pressures are often unavoidable, how you react to them is always up to
you, and can make all the diﬀerence toward a healthy, peaceful life.
Pressure often comes in many forms. Three categories help us look at the kinds
of stress that trigger a stress‐response:

Physical

Emotional

Environmental

extreme cold
lack of sleep
injury
illness
hunger
over‐exertion

anger
grief
fear
shame
embarrassment
excitement

noise
pollution
moving
changes in routine
War
unsafe community
family tension
oppression
societal “ism’s”

Finding Common Stressors
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inding Common Stressors

As a group, list on the board the various stresses people have in their lives right
now. They might be related to family, school, extracurricular activities, hob‐
bies, social interactions or other parts of life.
Once the list is complete, take a vote on how many people experienced each
listed item. Then rewrite the list in the order of universality.
Note: if a source of stress gets only one vote, remember that for that person, it
is every bit as stressful as those things that are widely experienced as stressors.
The point of this activity is to show how some stressors are common and some
are more individual.
Save the list for later strategizing on how to break a challenge down and deal
with it.

What happens in a stress‐response?
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In responding to stress, your body shifts all of its energy into survival mode.
Sometimes this is helpful in the short‐term when there is a real, immediate
danger threatening your life. Over time, however, a continued stress response
is bad news.
If you are running from a lion, you need to run fast. You need greatly increased
strength and speed, extra oxygen to your large muscles, increased heart rate
and blood pressure. The stress hormones adrenalin and cortisol trigger these
changes, and you outrun the lion and survive.
At the same time, other systems – digestion, immunity, reproduction and
high‐level thinking – all shut down. You only have so much energy, and you
need it to run.
The unfortunate part about the stress response is that it is the only one our
systems have, and our minds and bodies use it for all kinds of non‐life threat‐
ening reasons.
We may have a stress‐response when taking a history test or having a really
tough conversation with a friend. In actuality, these are not life‐or‐death situ‐
ations threatening our survival. Instead of needing to run fast, we actually need
to think well, which requires a completely diﬀerent part of the brain.
Over the long‐term, if your body is frequently in stress‐response mode, you
might experience:
stomach illness
weight loss or gain
acne outbreaks
a weakened immune system that makes it easy to get sick
little or no creativity
heart disease, vascular disease, autoimmune disease
tension and the inability to relax
the launch of a stressed lifestyle
In fact, 50‐75% of all visits to the doctor are primarily related to stress. And
stress poses a more serious risk factor to your health than tobacco. (Servan‐
Schrieber)

What happens in a stress‐response?
Part Two
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(Part Two)

During a stress‐response, all energy (glucose) shifts to the core reptilian brain.
Depending on individual degrees of reactivity to stress, your access to rational
thought (a combined eﬀort of the neo‐cortex and the limbic system) might be
temporarily blocked.
Reptilian Brain – the oldest, core “survival”
brain we share with all mammals and rep‐
tiles. It controls breathing, heart rate, blood
ﬂow and pressure, intestinal functions,
swallowing, sleep, waking, startle reac‐
tions, glandular activity, temperature, ﬁght/
ﬂight responses, and laughter. Your reptile
brain acts on stimulus and response, and
takes over when you feel threatened and
there’s no time to think. Its reactivity is
useful for quick decisions without thinking,
providing a big, short‐term response fu‐
eled by the stress hormones adrenalin and
cortisol. It hasn’t changed in 300 million
years.

Left Hemisphere

Right Hemisphere

Mammalian Brain
Reptilian
Brain

Mammalian Brain – The “feeling” brainwe share with all warm‐blooded ani‐
mals. Long‐term memory, emotions, social needs and interests developed
here. Think 50 million years old.
Neocortex – the “thinking” part of the brain that is largest and most advanced
in primates, also associated with higher information processing. It ﬁne‐tunes
the lower brain functions, controls your ability to think, talk, learn and solve
problems. Planning, making connections, and thinking about how best to take
care of yourself and others all happen here. It takes up about 80% of your
brain and is about 5 million years old.
Stress (pressure) triggers the stress‐response, and your reptile brain takes over,
releasing cortisol and adrenalin. Your neocortex gets hijacked unless you can
consciously stop this automatic, primitive reaction, the one designed to work
well for a 5‐10 minute survival experience, but not as a way of life.

Investigating Your Stress Response
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Take out a piece of paper and answer the following questions:
Over the past few days or week, what was a moment that you felt stressed?
What triggered it?
How did it feel?
What did you do in response, if anything?
If your response was negative, how did you respond to your response? With
self‐judgement or self‐compassion?
Reﬂect on the original situation; was there really a threat of survival?
Is this situation common or very unique for you?
Now share, in small groups, what you know about yourself and your typical
response to stress.

Stress Response Theatre
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Invite small groups of students to create role‐plays about a stressful situation
and typical responses to the situation. This should be a chance to reinforce the
idea of the stress‐ response, and get people talking and laughing about how
we behave. It’s OK to exaggerate and be playful, as it will help lighten the guilt
and shame many people feel about how they respond to stress. It should also
allow people to see that we all have unpleasant responses to stress.
In round two of the role‐plays, invite groups to take the same scenarios and
respond by taking a beat, taking a breath or two and continuing to think about
the situation.
Here’s an interaction to get the group started:
Person one: You just really insulted me!
Person two: (thinking aloud) Uh – oh ‐‐‐ my reptile brain is telling my body to
release cortisol, adrenaline and other stress hormones to prepare for a battle...
my heart rate and blood pressure are going up, I’m breathing faster and I’m
ready for ACTION! All my other body systems are slowing down or stopping
completely, including: digestion, immunity and of course my cerebral cortex.
Person one: I can’t believe you said that! I feel like I want to hit you or walk
away and never talk to you again. I’m going to go smoke a cigarette!

Steps for a healthy response to stress
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1.

Stop: take note that you’re experiencing stress.

2.

Breathe: begin breathing long rhythmic breaths as soon as you
notice stress, and continue until you’re calm. A combination of the
physiological impact of breathing in addition to the shift in brain ac‐
tivity from the reptile brain to the neocortex will begin to slow down
the stress response.

3.

Think: try to determine the cause of the stress; make note of wheth‐
er you can have any control of its cause or not.

4.

Evaluate: determine the choices available as a response.

5.

Choose an option

Eight Breaths
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Before you begin this exercise, take note of how you feel. Stressed? Relaxed?
Tired? Energized? Something else?
Then begin.
Find a comfortable position, either in a chair or lying down on the ground. Put
your hand on your stomach and make sure when you breathe that you breathe
out on the exhale and in on the inhale. Some people never learn the right way
to breathe. Pushing all the stale air out of the belly before you begin an inhale
creates room for new, fresh air.
Then begin slowly breathing, so that your breath goes out for ﬁve seconds, and
then in for ﬁve seconds. (If you are leading the group you can continue count‐
ing the ﬁve counts for each of the in‐and‐out eight breaths .)
Again, take notice of how you feel. Share with a partner or in a larger group.
This can be done anytime, anywhere ‐ in the middle of a test, before a big
game or speech, in the middle of a hard conversation. It can have a huge im‐
pact on your level of stress, and a subtle, evolving impact on peace in the world
‐‐‐ your world.

Healthy Options for Reducing Stress
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Make a list of positive things that people do to respond to stress. Add others
from the list below to get people thinking about other options.
In pairs, talk about one healthy option for reducing stress that you use, or you
would like to try.
Exercise
Talking with a friend
Meditation
Being in nature
Writing,
Sleeping
Dancing
Laughing
Breathing
Asking for help
Daydreaming
Gratitude
What else?

Hiking Yoga
Sports
Reading Cooking
Visualization
Forgiving someone
playing music or doing art
Singing
Stretching
Playing with a pet
Planning ahead
Helping someone else
Learning to say no
Appreciation

Invite people to make a commitment to experiment with one new healthy
response to stress some time in the next week.

How can we take control?
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Part of taking control is understanding how your temperament responds to
stress, and how you respond to particular stressors. Temperament is inborn,
and there is no right or wrong temperament. What’s important is to learn
about yourself, your temperament, and its relationship to stress.
Understanding what makes you stressed and how you react can have a big
impact on your life. With this awareness, you can make healthy choices when
stressors emerge. Awareness also helps you prepare for expected stressful
events.
With self‐knowledge, you can take control and respond diﬀerently to stress.
1.

Know what triggers a stress‐response for you. A bad grade? Not being
invited to a party? Getting sick, not communicating your opinion or
needs, not having the right clothes to wear, parental disapproval, not
feeling understood?

2.

Know what you typically do when stressed that actually increases your
stress: Isolating yourself, smoking, eating sugar, giving up on a prob‐
lem, blaming someone, ignoring the problem, denying the problem, or
something else?

3.

Understand your temperament and how to creatively use it to your
beneﬁt when a stress‐response starts.

4.

Know your options for short‐term stress reduction, and ﬁnd ones that
work best for you: breathing, taking a walk, focusing on something
else, etc.

“What was I thinking???”

?
?

?

?

W

hat was I thinking???

How many times do people say that! Think of something truly regrettable that
you once did. As you remember, what were the circumstances? Did you act
without thinking? Was stress involved? Describe the memory in writing, and
see if you can pinpoint what led to your action, and if, in fact, no thought went
into it and you were running on your reptile brain.

That’s Me
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Look at the following words. Think of yourself at school, and circle 5 that
describe you. Then discuss how they aﬀect your response to stress. With traits
that increase your stress, write down their opposites and try shifting your
behavior the next time you feel demanding, controlling, precise, persuasive, or
whatever temperamental response might be making your life more stressful.
Remember: every time you manage stress, it’s an act of service to everyone in
your world.
Accommodating
Agreeable
Demanding
Competitive
Cooperative
Determined
Disorganized
Eﬃcient
Emotional
Fair
Forgiving
Helpful
Independent
Non‐confrontational
Optimistic
Powerful
Relaxed
Sensitive
Sympathetic
Thoughtful
Unassuming
Opinionated

active
blunt
cautious
conﬁdent
daring
diplomatic
distracted
anxious
empathetic
ﬂexible
friendly
imaginative
inquisitive
logical
outgoing
precise
reserved
serious
talkative
timid
understanding
wary

adventurous
bold
challenging
confrontational
decisive
direct
eager
sympathetic
energetic
focused
funny
impulsive
kind
observant
patient
quiet
resilient
steady
questioning
tolerant
watchful
nervous

argumentative
calm
compassionate
controlling
dependent
disciplined
easygoing
quick‐tempered
excitable
forceful
generous
in charge
shy
open
persuasive
reasonable
self‐assured
carefully
thorough
trusting
unconventional
pessimistic

Do any of these traits change when you’re at home or with friends? If so, how
come? As a result of the change, do you feel more stress or less? Why?
Sometimes feeling like we have two selves is, in itself, stressful.

Interview a Friend or Parent
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Interview a friend or parent about temperament and how it might aﬀect his or
her experience. Take notes. Below are some questions you might ask:
What about you helps you the most when you feel stressed?
When you are or were in school, what types of things stressed you out? How
about at home? How about with your friends?
Can you think of a stressful experience that you might have handled in a diﬀer‐
ent way?
How do you describe yourself in terms of temperament? Choose a few words.
No traits are right or wrong, since temperament is inborn. What do you tend
to be like? Logical? Competitive? Relaxed? Sensitive? Adventurous? Argu‐
mentative?
How would others describe you?
Do any of your inborn traits get in the way when you’re stressed, and if they
do, what have you done about it?

The Temperament of Friends
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Begin by reading this scenario out loud about a friend’s temperament and how
it eﬀects someone else.
I have a friend, a good friend, who is always late. No matter what we are do‐
ing. Whether it’s for a game, a movie, a party, or a bike ride, this friend never
makes it on time. For years, it has made me so mad. And even more than that,
it’s stressed me out. It’s made me feel unimportant, it’s made me miss things,
and it’s made me not like them at times ‐ all of whichhas stressed me out even
more.
After years of noticing how this is not good for me, I decide to try two options:
First, I talk it out. I ask him why he’s always late. He answers that he doesn’t
know, but it just happens. Always. With everything. He tells me that he’s not
good at planning ahead, and gets very involved in whatever he’s doing at any
time. Even wearing a watch doesn’t help. Ever.
Time for strategy number two: acceptance. I decided that this is one stressor I
can change in my life. From then on, whenever I plan to meet that friend, who
I really like in all other ways, I tell him that the meeting time is one half‐hour
earlier than it really is. I accept him, but adjust the situation to meet my needs
and his behavior.
Have the group reﬂect on how the person in this scenario adjusted to another’s
temperament so that their friendship was less stressful.
Now have everyone look again at the list of descriptors on the That’s Me card,
but this time circle 5 characteristics of a friend.
Invite them to notice if any of these traits of their friend cause stress for them.
If these characteristics are part of the friend’s inborn temperament, what
might you do to accept them as they are? How can you talk about it with
them? Is there something you can do diﬀerently in responding to them that
would lower the stress in your relationship?
Try the same reﬂection thinking about your parents.

Typically, I ...

T

ypically, I ...

Next to each statement, write a number on a scale of 1 to 5;
1 represents rarely and 5 means almost always
Surprises are fun
I like solving problems by myself
I make fast decisions
I’ll compromise if I absolutely have to
Talking about feelings comes easily to me
I’m a take‐charge person
I know what I want
I question what I hear
My peer’s opinions aﬀect me
It’s easy for me to see from another’s perspective
I think before I act
I act before I think
I weigh the plusses and minuses of situations
I go over things before they happen
It’s easier for me to be alone when I’m upset
Now, in small groups, pick 3 of your characteristics and discuss how they might
create or diﬀuse stress, or how they’re involved in the way you respond to
stress.
Following up, if you ﬁnd a trait that increases stress in your experience, try
doing its opposite sometime in the next week. Write down the situation and
describe what happens.

Stress and Language

A

A

BC

B

C

S

tress and Language

As we know, stress is the presence of a pressure. However, how we label
and talk about that pressure can have an additional and great impact on how
stressed we feel about the pressure.
For example, a giant wave might be coming at two people at the beach. One
might respond by saying, “Oh my God, I’m a goner,” anticipating the crash of
the wave, fearful of possible injury, scared about the unknown of the wave’s
strength. The other person might see the same wave and say, “Wow, here we
go,” excited by the challenge, curious about the unknown and motivated by
the possibilities.
Sometimes it’s worth taking a closer look at how we view and talk about situa‐
tions.
The power of language also relates to how we talk about ourselves and our
traits.
How do you label yourself and others? Shy, quiet or reserved? Opinionated or
expressive? Sensitive or responsive? Curious or nosy? Assertive or pushy and
demanding? Relaxed or lazy? Daring or reckless? Forthright or blunt? Persua‐
sive or domineering? Accommodating or passive? Determined or stubborn?
The words we use carry positive and negative charges.

