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Chapter 1 

 

BORN TO BE A WOMAN 
 
 
 

So God created human beings in his own image.  

In the image of God he created them; male and female he 

 created them. 

~ Genesis 1:27, NLT 

 

 

 

I grew up in a rural farming community in the 50s and 60s. 
In so many ways it was a great place to grow up. Early on I 
had a special affinity for the women who lived in my rural 
town. From my “little girl” observations, these women were 
strong and resourceful—the backbone of our community. 

      The older I grew the more I began to wonder why 
women didn’t have more of a voice. When it came to work 
and taking on responsibility, they certainly pulled their own 
weight. They worked on the farm, took care of the children, 
cooked the meals, cleaned the house, and oversaw 
projects at the church, the school, and in the community. 
So, I wondered why women weren’t more involved in the 
church’s decision-making process? After all, they were the 
ones who had done most of the work to keep the church 
running. And I found it curious that people would become 
indignant whenever a woman voiced her desire to run for 
the local school board. I even wondered why at the holiday 



 

meals the women did all the work while the men did 
nothing. It seemed to me the women had worked just as 
hard as the men during the week—why didn’t they get to 
rest? It appeared to me that the unspoken rule was that a 
woman should know her place and not stray from it. Back 
then, if you had asked me to define the role of a woman, I 
would have told you she is the worker bee with limited 
decision-making power. 

      Even though much has changed over the last 50 
years, what it means to be a woman is still a highly 
debated topic. I imagine, like me, that you have read 
articles or have been in a discussion about the role of 
women. Have you ever felt frustrated at the end of the 
article or the conversation because of the lack of a 
definitive answer? You ask yourself, can anyone really 
define who a woman is? Who are the entities that attempt 
to determine who we are? Is it pop culture, societal norms, 
academia, religion—who? Perhaps the answer is 
confusing because the cacophony of noise coming from so 
many different perspectives drowns out the reply.   

 

THE NOISE OF POP CULTURE 
 
Pop culture is often at the forefront of trying to shape 
reality. Movies, art, music and other media paint a picture 
of what it means to be a woman. Sociologists suggest pop 
culture is a reflection of what we truly believe.1 If this is so, 
you certainly can find some interesting descriptions of and 
expectations for the female gender—ranging from 
Picasso’s surrealistic portraits of women, which are 
unusual in configuration and color, to Suzanne Collins’ 
daring heroine Katniss Everdeen in The Hunger Games.  

      As I am writing this, the piece of pop culture floating 
through my head is Helen Reddy’s musical lyrics, “I am 
woman, hear me roar.”2     



 

    You might be younger, so perhaps you are 
humming the tune of Katy Perry’s song, Firework. In the 
song, Katy asks if you feel like a plastic bag being blown 
by the wind or a house of cards about ready to cave in. 
The lyrics go on to let you know all is not lost; there is still a 
spark left in you and you should ignite it, “Cause, baby, 
you’re a firework.”3  

     To be honest, I don’t find the idea of roaring or 
being a firework very inspiring, at least not for the long run. 
Neither do I see women in the light of Picasso’s work. Nor 
are most of us like a Hollywood heroine who is perfectly 
put together even in the midst of a chaotic battle. 

      As I was musing about how pop culture can 
influence how women are viewed, I thought of an incident 
that had occurred when I was traveling back from a rural 
area to an airport in West Africa. Seven of us, ranging in 
age from early 20s to 60s, were packed into a SUV. I was 
the only woman. After a long and dusty eight-hour drive, 
we arrived at the outskirts of the city where the airport was 
located. We pulled into a newly built gas station. This was 
certainly a novelty. More often than not, to buy gas you 
have to pull over to the side of a dusty, pothole riddled 
road, and purchase gas at a rickety roadside stand where 
mason jars were filled with gasoline. It was a relief to find a 
real gas station.   

      At the station, all seven of us rolled out of the car to 
get some fresh air. We were hot and sweaty—the car’s air 
conditioner didn’t work. Behind us, two young men leaned 
against the wall of the gas station in their brand new 
attendant’s uniforms. They were listening to a blaring boom 
box, which meant all of us were forced to listen to the 
music if we wanted to purchase gas. The music was from 
an American rap group. Derogatory words about women 
blasted from the speakers. 

      To say I was irritated by the music would be an 
understatement. As a woman and a consumer, I wondered 
why I should be subjected to such insulting words. I am 



 

sure I appeared very perturbed when I turned to my African 
male companions.    

      I asked them, “Are you willing to purchase gas at 
an establishment blaring such degrading music about 
women?” 

      They seemed a bit surprised by my question. It was 
as if they hadn’t even noticed the loud music, yet alone the 
words. One of the men, a pastor, with a sheepish look on 
his face, walked into the gas station and the music was 
soon turned off.    

      It probably is no surprise to you that the rap words 
were fixated on a woman being an object that could be 
used and abused. When songs or any type of genre like 
this are played or watched over and over again, it has the 
potential to shape viewpoints of what it means to be a 
woman. In this case, it perpetuated the objectification of 
women in a society that already viewed females as a 
commodity. 

      Pop culture may be a reflection of society, and it is 
certainly not all bad. However, should we heedlessly buy 
into its noise and what it has to say about who we are as 
women?  

 

THE NOISE OF SOCIETAL NORMS 
 
Many cultures still relegate women to second-class 
citizenship, where a woman’s education, choice of work, 
and civil rights are limited. I have spent time with women in 
these cultures and find these practices offensive. I shake 
my head aghast at this and wonder why can’t things be 
different? Yet, when I point my wagging finger at other 
cultures, God often pulls me up short and reminds me I 
also am a captive of the culture in which I live. Let me 
share an example, which may seem benign at first glance. 
In the Western culture, many women in my generation 
started the mantra that says a woman can be anything she 



 

wants to be and her first obligation is to herself. We 
coupled this with the conviction that a woman could have it 
all. This was our reaction to the societal norms that a 
woman should know her place and a man knew best. 

      Though it is easy to buy into this sentiment, it 
pushes us too far in the wrong direction. Really? My first 
obligation is to myself? For most women, it is not in our 
DNA to be concerned primarily about self. Yet, if you hear 
these mantras over and over again, they begin to slowly 
diminish the importance of others and shift your thinking to 
“it is all about me.” The reality is, the more you focus only 
on yourself, the more self-indulgent you are likely to 
become, caring less about the needs of others around you. 
Is this who you want to be as a woman? Is this how you 
want to be defined? 

      Someone pointed out to me the other day that I am 
a feisty woman. I won’t deny it. I find myself drawn to 
women who possess similar vim and vigor. But there is a 
downside to this characteristic. We tend to be rather strong 
in our opinions. It is easy for someone like myself to 
believe my ideas, opinions, and actions are right, which 
leans toward an “all about me” attitude. Thomas Plante 
wrote in Psychology Today that the “all about me” battle 
cry is invading our culture. As a culture, our behavior is 
becoming more demanding, entitled, and self-centered.4   

      The belief that we can have it all has also started 
shifting our view on what it means to be a woman. Many of 
us were convinced it was not only our right to have it all, 
but also our responsibility to promote this concept to the 
younger generation. Ann-Marie Slaughter wrote about how 
she bought into this way of thinking. From her own 
experience, she learned you can’t have it all—at least, not 
all at the same time.  

      Slaughter was the first woman director of policy 
planning at the State Department in Washington D.C. She 
spent her week in D.C. and on a Friday night would 
commute back to New Jersey to spend the weekend with 



 

her family. Her view of being able to have it all began to 
crumble as she watched the negative effect it was having 
on her children. She knew she had to make a choice—her 
job or her family. She quit her job in D.C., moved back to 
New Jersey, and resumed her work at Princeton. She 
wrote about the reaction of some of her friends and 
colleagues when she resigned. 

 

The first set of reactions, with the underlying 
assumption that my choice was somehow 
sad or unfortunate, was irksome enough. 
But it was the second set of reactions—
those implying that my parenting and/or my 
commitment to my profession were 
somehow substandard—that triggered a 
blind fury. . . All my life, I’d been on the 
other side of this exchange. I’d been the 
woman smiling the faintly superior smile 
while another woman told me she had 
decided to take some time out or pursue a 
less competitive career track so that she 
could spend more time with her family. I’d 
been the woman congratulating herself on 
her unswerving commitment to the feminist 
cause, chatting smugly with her dwindling 
number of college or law-school friends who 
had reached and maintained their place on 
the highest rungs of their profession. I’d 
been the one telling young women at my 
lectures that you can have it all and do it all, 
regardless of what field you are in. Which 
means I’d been part, albeit unwittingly, of 
making millions of women feel that they are 
to blame if they cannot manage to rise up 
the ladder as fast as men and also have a 
family and an active home life (and be thin 
and beautiful to boot).5  

 



 

Some women have been wise enough to never buy into 
the mantra “you can have it all.” Women like Slaughter 
have found it isn’t true; others continue to hold tightly to the 
belief if you are a truly successful woman you should be 
able to do everything. 

      Societal norms of what it means to be a woman 
shift and sway depending on the culture and the 
generation. In some cultures, women are still viewed as 
second-class citizens. In others, the language of “me, me, 
me” and “I can have it all” reverberates around us. Which 
is right? Does being a woman necessitate we are captive 
to societal norms? 

 

THE NOISE OF ACADEMICS 
 
One day, I was pondering what it means to be a woman. I 
did what any 21st century woman would do—I Googled the 
phrase, “what it means to be a woman.”  In 0.73 seconds, 
there were 609 million hits. Needless to say, I didn’t read 
through all of the websites. 

      I did find an interesting article posted on a 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s (MIT) website. 
Sally Haslanger, who is a professor at MIT in the 
Department of Linguistic and Philosophy, wrote the article. 
In the article, she discussed how difficult it is to define the 
term woman because of the “commonality problem.”6   

      Haslanger asserted that women have never had 
anything in common other than their anatomical make-up. 
She concluded that throughout history and across cultures, 
women have no common intrinsic features, such as 
character traits, values, experiences, psychological make-
up, or social roles.7   

      Haslanger’s viewpoint left me scratching my head. I 
couldn’t help but think about my mother, grandmother, and 
other women in the small rural community where I grew up. 
Though we spanned across three generations, we shared 



 

a lot of the same character traits, values, and experiences. 
We believed in honesty and hard work, in the value of 
family, in working together to help our neighbor or serve 
our community, and in the sharing of experiences that 
come from living in a rural setting. I also thought about 
women I had interacted with across the world. In most 
places, we had immediately bonded because we found we 
shared common joys and concerns. From my own 
experience, I believe women are more alike than different. 

      I appreciate researchers asking important 
questions about women. It is crucial to study variables, 
such as culture, experiences, education, age, and marital 
status—all of which can influence our perspective of who 
we are. I also understand that researchers and subjects 
bring their own personal biases and interpretations to the 
table—just as I have mine. This means we have to wade 
through the noise (known as artifact) in research when we 
are drawing conclusions about womanhood.  

      I would enjoy having a conversation with Sally 
Haslanger about what it means to be a woman. We 
probably would find mutual points of agreement. More than 
likely, we would part company when it comes to defining 
the term woman. She believes terminology used for a 
woman should be defined through the lens of oppression.8 
Though I agree that in many places, women have and 
continue to be oppressed, I don’t believe that this is how 
they should be defined. I believe the term woman should 
be defined as a human being who denotes character, 
strength, and great potential. For how we define ourselves 
often influences the way we live our life. 

      Pop culture defines women in many different ways, 
from a surrealistic perspective to an inanimate object in a 
song. Societal norms vary. In some cultures, a woman has 
few rights, while in others we are taught we can “have it 
all.” Scholars disagree on how the term woman should be 
defined and how much freedom we really have. When we 
ask the question “who are we,” there is often a lot of noise 
but no definitive answer. 



 

 

THE CREATIVE DESIGN 
 
Women are not cookie cutter androids where we all act 
and think exactly alike. However, I do believe we share 
commonalities that give us a unique identity. The question 
is, is there a definitive answer about “who we are” that can 
cross all cultures? I believe we find the answer by going 
back to our origin, the beginning—God’s creation story.   

      You might be rolling your eyes, and thinking, “Oh 
no, here goes the religious thing! Hasn’t it been religions 
around the world that have made women’s lives so 
miserable?” 

      If by “religion” you are thinking of rituals and rules 
that perpetuate sexist’s stereotypes, I want no part of that 
either. If by “religion” you mean a viewpoint that demotes 
women to second-class citizens, count me out. 

      I do want to be a part of a faith tradition whose 
Scripture declares women have value because they are 
made in the image of God. Scripture that declares women, 
like men, have been created for a purpose. This message 
can be found in the opening chapters of the Bible, Genesis 
1 and 2. These chapters paint a beautiful picture of God’s 
creation and the bringing into existence of man and 
woman. 

 

Then God said, “Let us make human beings 
in our image, to be like us. They will reign 
over the fish in the sea, the birds in the sky, 
the livestock, all the wild animals on the 
earth, and the small animals that scurry 
along the ground.” So God created human 
beings in his own image. In the image of 
God he created them; male and female he 
created them. Then God blessed them and 
said, “Be fruitful and multiply. Fill the earth 



 

and govern it. Reign over the fish in the sea, 
the birds in the sky, and all the animals that 
scurry along the ground.” Then God said, 
“Look! I have given you every seed-bearing 
plant throughout the earth and all the fruit 
trees for your food. And I have given every 
green plant as food for all the wild animals, 
the birds in the sky, and the small animals 
that scurry along the ground—everything 
that has life.” And that is what happened. 
Then God looked over all he had made, and 
he saw that it was very good!9 

 

This portion of Scripture illuminates the common 
characteristic and roles God gave to Adam and Eve. He 
created man and woman: 

In His image; 

To reign over fish, birds, and animals; 

To be fruitful and multiply; and 

To govern the earth. 

Doesn’t it blow your mind how in Genesis 1:26-27, you are 
told three times that you are made in the image of God? 
Richard Pratt explains we have been created as God’s 
representatives, His artistic design—a three-dimensional 
representation of God.10 God has called us to be a 
reflection of His love, to care for others, and to serve as 
wise stewards over His creation.11 Wow!  

      When we ask the question “who are we,” aren’t we 
really asking if our lives have worth, dignity, and purpose? 
There is no greater confirmation of our value than being 
told we are representatives of God. 

     God demonstrates this in His nature as Trinity. The 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit commune and relate to one 
another. As His image bearers, we also have the same 
need—to commune and build a relationship with the Trinity 



 

as well as with one another. As women, being relational is 
one of our greatest gifts. 

      It is important to note that God chose to design two 
types of human beings, male and female, to be His image 
bearers.  Not man alone, but also woman. He also chose 
both man and woman to be co-workers in God’s kingdom. 
He gave Adam and Eve the dual mandate to procreate and 
multiply the earth, to have authority over all other 
creatures, and to work and take care of the earth. In God’s 
perfect creation, it took both man and woman to fully reflect 
God’s image. It was not until after Eve was formed that 
God said His creation was very good.12  

      Chapter one of Genesis gives an overview of the 
physical realm of creation, which includes the creation of 
Adam and Eve. In chapter two, I believe we gain insight 
into the emotional state of Adam. Genesis 2:18 
emphasized how Adam was alone. Matthew Henry’s 
commentary captured what it must have been like for 
Adam, “If there were but one man in the world, what a 
melancholy man must he needs be.”13 In God’s perfect 
creation, being alone was not good, because it can lead to 
a sense of isolation and emptiness, a loss of direction. You 
would think God’s next action would have been the 
creation of Eve. Instead, in Genesis 2:19-20 God brings 
the animals for Adam to see and name. 

      Don’t you wonder why God didn’t immediately 
create Eve if Adam was lonely? Why the animals first? 
Could it be that God wanted Adam to first understand no 
other living thing had yet been created that could relate to 
him on an emotional level? It was only another human 
being, different from him, that could satisfy Adam’s 
melancholy feeling of being alone.   

      Even after naming all of the animals, we read in 
Genesis 2:20b that Adam still had found no suitable 
companion. It was then God created Eve out of Adam’s rib 
and brought her to Adam. Adam responded, “At last, here 
is one of my own kind—Bone taken from my bone, and 



 

flesh from my flesh. ‘Woman’ is her name because she 
was taken out of man.”14 

      For the first time, we hear Adam assign emotion to 
God’s creation. Adam’s words offer a sense of amazement 
and delight that God created someone like him, yet 
different. Eve was someone with whom he could relate to 
and who would alleviate his sense of being alone. In his 
joy, he gives her the special name of “woman.” It is a name 
of honor, which emphasizes that she was of his own flesh 
(“wo” formed from him) yet different from him. Gilbert 
Bilezikian expressed it so eloquently when he wrote:  

 

In his magnificent solitude, Adam was bereft 
of community because maleness in itself 
does not impart completeness. The full 
expression of humanity necessitated the 
creation of woman, not as a sublime 
afterthought or as an optional adjunct to 
independent and self-sufficient male 
existence, but as the indispensable 
counterpart to man of one like himself within 
God’s perfect creation. In God’s very words, 
without woman, creation was “not good.”15 

 

      Nowhere in the creation story do we read of the 
woman being depicted as a second-rate citizen whose only 
purpose is to be subservient to her male counterpart. 
Instead, God mandated Adam and Eve to be co-workers, 
who delight in one another. Both are made in God’s image. 
Created as two different genders—equal in His creation.   

      Some will argue the reading of Genesis 2:18, 20b 
points to the subservient role of the woman. “Then the Lord 
God said, ‘It is not good for the man to be alone. I will 
make a helper suitable for him.’… But for Adam no 
suitable helper was found.” [Emphasis mine.] As scholars 



 

continue to study this passage, the interpretation of a 
woman’s subordination is being rebuffed. 

      The word, helper suitable comes from the Hebrew 
words, 'ezer kenegdo.16 Some view this term as depicting 
someone that assists, meaning the woman is secondary to 
her male counterpart. I find this premise in disagreement 
with Genesis 1:28, where Adam and Eve are given joint 
commission to subdue and rule over the earth. 'Ezer 
kenegdo does connote a difference from Adam, which 
gives a powerful sense of why God created woman. 

      Victor Hamilton addressed the issue of helper in his 
commentary on Genesis. He noted that Genesis 2:18b 
literally reads, “I will make him for him a helper as in front 
of him (or according to what is in front of him) … It 
suggests what God creates for Adam will correspond to 
him…the new creation will neither be a superior nor an 
inferior, but equal.”17 

      In 1983, R. David Freedman made the case that 
the customary translation of 'ezer is incorrect. He noted 
'ezer is a combination of two words meaning “to save” and 
“to be strong.” Referring to the Hebrew words, 'ezer 
kenegdo he wrote:      

 

They should be translated instead to mean 
approximately “a power equal to man.” That 
is, when God concluded that he would 
create another creature so that man would 
not be alone, he decided to make “a power 
equal to him,” someone whose strength was 
equal to man’s. Woman was not intended to 
be merely man’s helper. She was to be 
instead his partner.18  

 

When discussing 'ezer, Uittenbogaard observed: 

 



 

When God sees Adam all by himself, He 
concludes that he needs a helper, and 
creates Eve (Genesis 2:8). It does, 
however, show that Eve was not Adam's 
secretary or maid, but rather an 
indispensable pillar. In any situation 
described in the Bible by this verb, without 
the helper, the person who needed the help 
would either die or fade away. 19  

 

       'Ezer appears 21 times in the Old Testament. The 
term carries a meaning of strength with it. Sixteen of the 
times 'ezer is used refers to God as Israel’s helper, one 
who saves from danger.20 It is used in a military sense as 
one who is strong, primarily God, rushing to another’s aid. 
Moses wrote God was his 'Ezer (helper).21  

      As I read through the scholars’ translations of 'ezer 
kenegdo one word kept coming to mind undeterred. The 
terminology denotes an individual who is not easily 
discouraged or dissuaded and is ready to come alongside 
to rescue another. One who is equally powerful in her own 
right. Spiritually, emotionally, and if needed, physically 
ready to help those she loves. 

      God gives us a glimpse of 'ezers throughout the 
Bible. In the Old Testament, we read of women such as 
Miriam, Deborah, Esther, and Ruth. The New Testament 
introduces us to Mary the Mother of Jesus, Elizabeth, Mary 
Magdalene, Dorcas, Phoebe, and other women. These 
were women who were designed for a purpose and ready 
to come to the aid of others.  

     My hope is you will embrace the creation story, 
proudly wearing the mantles of image bearer, co-worker, 
and 'ezer kenegdo. Realizing God’s Word overrides the 
noise of the world by offering a foundational underpinning 
of who you are. A foundation that never changes based on 
societal whims.  

http://www.abarim-publications.com/Meaning/Adam.html
http://www.abarim-publications.com/Meaning/Eve.html


 

      Whether single or married, young or old, as an 
image bearer of God you have been called to a unique 
position in God’s kingdom. When we work together with 
our male counterparts in various spheres, our gender 
differences complement one another so we can fully 
represent the image of God.  

     Who are we? We are: 

Image bearers of God. 

Co-workers who share the authority and 
responsibility for multiplying and governing 
the earth.  

Ezer kenegdo equal, undeterred, and 
prepared to come alongside and aid others. 

We are WOMEN. 



 

 

 
Consider: How is pop culture influencing your and other 
female’s perspective on what it means to be a woman?  

 

Journal: You were created in God’s image as 'ezer 
kenegdo. He gave you the responsibility to be co-worker 
with man, working together to govern the earth. How do 
these truths influence your perspective about what it 
means to be a woman?  

 

Meditate: Genesis 1:27-28 

 

Connect: Discuss with others how a woman’s role is 
elevated when she is viewed through the perspective of 
God’s creation.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 5 

 

PRISONER OF OUR THOUGHTS 
 
 
 
Don’t worry about anything; instead pray about everything. 

Tell God what you need and thank him for all  

he has done. 

~ Philippians 4:6 (NLT) 

 

 

 

Overthinking. Does that term sound familiar? When I ask 
women to define the term, a wry smile often crosses their 
face to project the message, “Oh yeah, I know what 
overthinking is because I do it myself.” Then they easily 
define the term. 

     “Who overthinks more: women or men?” Without 
hesitancy, the women I have asked replied, “WOMEN.” 
Research has come to the same conclusion; women tend 
to overthink more than men.1   

  Rumination is the psychological term for 
overthinking. It means to go over and over your negative 
feelings and thoughts—examining and questioning them.2 
Rumination is related to worrying, because both patterns 



 

focus on repetitive negative thoughts. They differ in that 
overthinking focuses on the past while worry focuses on 
the future.3 A woman who overthinks also tends to worry. 

 

WHY DO WE OVERTHINK 
 
BIOLOGICAL MAKE-UP 

As women, we may be more inclined to be prisoners of our 
thoughts because of our biological make-up and 
socialization. We are biologically wired in a way so that our 
emotional memories are efficiently processed on both 
sides of the brain. This helps us to recall detailed 
memories at a quicker speed than our male counterparts. 

When we retrieve these memories, they tend to be 
lengthier and more vivid in descriptive detail.4 This is great 
when it comes to problem-solving and relationship-
building, but recalling detailed experiences also gives us 
more to chew on over and over. 

 

CONNECTION TO OTHERS 

Our tendency to define ourselves in terms of our 
relationships may also be a factor when it comes to 
overthinking.5 As women, we often view ourselves as the 
wife of…the mother of…the daughter of…and the list goes 
on. Because our relationships help define us, this 
reinforces our strong emotional connection to others. 
These connections incline us to not only think about our 

own problems, but also the problems of people we love.   

 

SOCIALIZATION 

Another factor contributing to females overthinking is the 
way we are raised. Young girls in Western cultures are 
socialized to pay more attention to their emotions.6 Parents 
are more likely to encourage girls to express their sadness 



 

and anxiety while discouraging it in boys.7 One study found 
that parents used more “emotional utterances” when 
talking about sad events with their daughters than with 
sons.8 The parents also placed more focus on the sad 
feelings of the girls. This type of socialization appears to 
condition us to focus on and to express our emotions.9  

 

CO-RUMINATING 

Our ease of processing emotional memories, verbal acuity, 
socialization, and ability to relate to others creates a 
perfect environment for women to co-ruminate with one 
another.10 We like to talk to other women because they 
listen and usually can empathize with our plight. As 
rewarding as this is, it is easy for us to quickly move into 
co-rumination. We find ourselves discussing a problem ad 
nauseam, rehashing every detail, and focusing on the 
negative. We speculate about possible causes and 
consequences—dredging up additional concerns. When 
the conversation concludes, we often walk away feeling 
worse than when we first started the conversation. And the 
conversation usually has done nothing to help resolve the 
problem.11 

      Discussing problems with a female friend is a two-
sided coin. On the one side, it is beneficial to have a 
sounding board to help in dealing with stress and resolving 
problems. However, if the conversation leads to co-
rumination, the outcome is generally negative for both 
women involved. 

 

CONSEQUENCES OF OVERTHINKING 
 
We tend to believe we are thinking deeply when we 
continuously think about a problem. In fact, the opposite is 
true. Overthinking becomes an “in-a-me,” because it 
magnifies the problem and blows it out of proportion. This 



 

in turn can lead to immobilization and demoralization 
bringing about a number of unintended consequences.   

 

RESHAPES THE BRAIN 

Caroline Leaf, a communication pathologist who works in 
the area of cognitive neuroscience, points out that flooding 
our brain with constant negative thoughts literally reshapes 
it. “Our thoughts, imagination, and choices can change the 
structure and function of our brains on every level: 
molecular, genetic, epigenetic, cellular, structural, 
neurochemical, electromagnetic, and even subatomic. 
Through our thoughts…we make choices that change the 
circuits in our brain.”12 

When you relive a negative experience over and 
over again, the brain is reshaped by building a network of 
negative memories.13 When another problem occurs, these 
negative networks are quickly triggered and act as a 
pessimistic filter skewing your perception.14 I certainly have 
experienced this in my own life.   

       I don’t like snakes, especially ones that are 
poisonous. I had just made my way to West Africa at the 
end of my sabbatical and was scheduled to teach a one-
month course at a university (which ended up being a 
three-year stint). Once we landed at the airport, we had a 
seven-hour ride to our final destination. This gave me a 
great deal of time to chat with the University’s President 
and ask questions about the country and what the campus 
was like. I inquired about natural disasters that occurred. I 
learned that other than a few problems that might happen 
during the rainy season, there really were not any. He then 
casually responded that one environmental concern might 
be the poisonous snakes.   

    My self-preservation radar flipped on and started 
humming loudly. Questions flashed through my brain. 
What did he mean poisonous snakes? Were there 
poisonous snakes on the campus? What do you do to 



 

protect yourself from them? What if you got bit—then what 
happened?   

      Continuing on, he laughed and told me about the 
two-step black mamba. “It bites you, and in two steps you 
die.” (I didn’t see the sense of humor in his statement.) 

     It will not surprise you that from the moment I 
stepped on campus, I thought about poisonous snakes. It 
didn’t help that one morning a poisonous snake was found 
in my bedroom. Albeit a little one, it was still poisonous. 
From that experience, my overthinking shifted into high 
gear. I thought about poisonous snakes day and night. Any 
time anything moved, my emotional memories immediately 
drew the conclusion that it must be a snake. 

    I would walk out of the front door of my house 
scanning the ground and the trees to see if any were 
staring at me with their beady little eyes. As soon as I 
entered a classroom I would sweep my eyes up and down 
the walls. When I returned to the house at night I would 
check the rooms and under my bed. I stayed in at night 
because it was hard to see a snake on the dirt path with 
only a flashlight in hand. What if one was on the path and I 
accidently stepped on it? 

    The students laughed at me. They seemed to have 
little concern about poisonous snakes attacking them. 

     One particularly bad, rainy season, some of the 
outdoor critters tried to escape the rain. They climbed onto 
the house rafters and made their home in the ceiling of the 
house where I was living. Each night as soon as I turned 
off the lights, it was as if a track meet was taking place 
above me. I literally could see the ceiling tiles bulge 
downward as the commotion took place overhead. All I 
could picture as I tried to fall asleep was a snake in the 
ceiling chasing after rats or lizards. I envisioned how any 
moment a snake would come crashing down on my head. 
For once, I was thankful I had to sleep under a mosquito 
net—maybe the net would protect me from the snake. This 
went on for two weeks and I was exhausted. 



 

     Back in the States, it became apparent to me I had 
rewired my brain to be on the constant lookout for snakes. 
I was walking across my yard when I caught myself 
subconsciously scanning for any lurking reptiles. When in 
reality, the most dangerous snake in my yard was a 
harmless garter snake. It took me over a year to break my 
habit of constantly thinking about the snake that had been 
in my room and all the other ones waiting to attack me.   

    My overthinking had interfered with my life. It kept 
me from going out at night, from looking at the beauty 
around me because I was so busy looking for snakes, and 
it had siphoned off my emotional energy. Neither did my 
overthinking resolve the issue—the snakes were still there. 
I realize now that it would have been much more 
productive on my part to have asked my students to give 
me tips on how to spot a snake, when the snakes were 
most likely to come out of their holes, and what I should do 
if I did see one. Instead, I used all of my energy thinking 
about those slithery reptiles.  

    I do have to tell you that during my last week at the 
university, a 7-foot green mamba was killed in a small tree 
that I walked under several times a day to get to my 
duplex. Surprisingly enough, it didn’t bother me. I had 
finally learned to put into perspective that even though I 
had found one in my room, the other snakes were not 
holding daily meetings devising plans on how to get me.  

 

INCREASES STRESS 

Another consequence of overthinking is the effect it has on 
your stress level. When you are under stress, whether real 
or perceived, the hypothalamus-pituitary-adrenal axis 
triggers the release of cortisol in your bloodstream.15, 16 
Cortisol is one of the hormones that prepares the body for 
fight or flight. However, most of us don’t live in a world 
where we need to be constantly on alert to fight or flee 
from someone. Instead, the majority of our stress is based 
on our perception of events around us. The problem is, 



 

your brain’s mechanisms do not distinguish between 
physical threats and perceived stress. The brain receives 
the signals that you are feeling stressed about something, 
calculates to what degree, and reacts accordingly.  

      When you overthink, extra cortisol, along with other 
stress hormones, can be released at a higher level in your 
body.17,18 This can lead to health problems if you 
chronically overthink. The continuous release of higher 
levels of cortisol is associated with a decreased immune 
system, a negative effect on memory, and over a period of 
time may contribute to diseases such as high blood 
pressure and diabetes. And if that isn’t bad enough, a high 
level of cortisol is also associated with being overweight 
and obese.19   

 

INCREASES NEGATIVITY 

People who overthink tend to have a more negative view 
of life and prolonged negative moods.20, 21 This type of 
negativity can have a deleterious effect on relationships. 
People become annoyed and are apt to distance 
themselves from us when we repeatedly talk about the 
same concern. Especially when our concern is coupled 
with a negative attitude.   

 

DEPRESSION AND ANXIETY 

Overthinking is not problem-solving—it is just the opposite. 
Problem-solving leads to a sense of control because you 
develop action steps to deal with the issue. A person who 
overthinks senses she has no control—the problem can’t 
be solved.  She believes any action taken will be futile so 
why even try. For some people, this can lead to 
depression, anxiety, substance abuse, eating disorders, 
and/or self-harm.22 A vicious cycle can develop as the 
person becomes more anxious or depressed, increasing 
the likelihood of continued negative thoughts about the 
past, the present, and the future.  



 

     Let’s reflect back on Sarah’s story in chapter four. 
For years she must have thought about her inability to 
have a child. Her plight was made worse by the cultural 
stigma a childless woman faced. If she continuously 
thought about her infertility, it would have been easy for 
her to rewire her brain and build a network of negative 
emotions and memories. When triggered, this network 
would have skewed her thinking and her interaction with 
others. I can’t prove Sarah overthought about her infertility. 
However, her actions suggest this may have been one of 
the “in-a-me(s)” in her life. 

 

CULTURAL TRENDS AND OVERTHINKING 
 
In the 1990s, Susan Nolen-Hoeksema, conducted a 
number of studies on the effects of rumination on women. 
In her book, Women Who Think Too Much, she addressed 
four cultural trends she believed contributed to this 
problem in the West. 

A vacuum of values, 

The entitlement obsession, 

The need for quick fixes, and 

Our belly-button culture.23     

      Knowing your values (your principles and 
standards) act as a compass to keep you moving in the 
right direction—in helping you to make decisions. Nolen-
Hoeksema wrote that when people do not understand what 
they value, it can lead to overthinking because they have 
no foundational principles to help with problem-solving.24 

    The vacuum of values coupled with a shift to 
thinking about “self” has created a perfect environment for 
rumination. We feel entitled to a good life and all the 
resources that come along with it. We live in an 
instantaneous society where we believe we should be able 
to have whatever we want now! When something we 



 

perceive as bad happens, we think about it over and over 
again, wondering why. Why did this happen to me and not 
someone else? Why do I always get the short end of the 
stick? What’s wrong with me? Rather than dealing with the 
problem and assessing how it can be resolved, we often 
overthink.   

    Imagine Kimberly who has been working at a new 
company for a year. She has received great reviews and 
plenty of “atta girls.” Her philosophy is if you want to be 
successful, you need to try to move up the corporate 
ladder as quickly as possible. When a new position 
opened up she applied for it. Kimberly felt for sure she 
would get it. In her estimation, she had the qualifications 
needed for the job, and her boss had told her she was 
doing well for someone who had only been at the company 
for a year. To top things off, her boss was on the selection 
committee.   

     To Kimberly’s surprise, she didn’t get the position. It 
was offered to one of her male colleagues.  

      Instead of going to her boss and discussing what 
steps she needed to take to be ready when another 
position came open, she began to ruminate. The more she 
thought about what happened, the more she felt like she 
had been slighted. Of course, a man would get the job—
isn’t that the way the world works? Wasn’t it just like a 
female boss to get ahead and then not help female 
subordinates? She thought of all of the ways she was 
more qualified and deserving than the male colleague who 
was promoted. Kimberly began to talk to her other female 
friends about the slight, which only perpetuated her 
negative feelings. She even kept her own personal record 
of the ways women were being overlooked at the 
company. 

      Her overthinking eventually shifted her focus to her 
personal deficiencies. She concluded there was little 
chance she would ever get promoted. Within a short period 



 

of time, Kimberly went from feeling hopeful about her 
future to feeling angry and depressed. 

    Kimberly is like a lot of us when something goes 
wrong or doesn’t turn out like we think it should. Instead of 
developing a strategy to earn a future promotion, she 
joined the belly-button culture of “hyper-analysis.”25  

     Nolen-Hoeksema and her colleagues randomly 
selected 1,300 women to study patterns of overthinking. 
They found that 73 percent of young adults and 52 percent 
of middle-aged adults could be categorized as 
overthinkers.26 But the finding was different for the women 
in the study who were 65 years or older. When asked 
about overthinking when something did not go well, the 
older women had a hard time comprehending what the 
term meant. Puzzled by the question, they replied that 
perhaps they had overthought once in a while. They would 
then inquire if overthinking was a helpful thing to do. 

    One older woman named Phyllis responded to the 
question about overthinking by replying with a sympathetic 
smile. She said, “Oh honey, let me tell you what to do 
when you get into that state. You say a quick prayer to the 
Lord and hand over your worry to Him, then you get busy 
with something useful around the house.”27   

 

STRATEGIES TO MINIMIZE OVERTHINKING 
 
If overthinking is harmful and interferes with us living out 
God’s plan for our lives, then we need to control it. It first 
needs to be said that rumination can be a serious problem 
for some people. If overthinking is significantly impacting 
your life, I encourage you to seek professional help.   

Being aware that you are overthinking is one of the 
first steps in controlling it. When you start to overthink, 
picture a stop sign, with the word STOP flashing brightly, in 
front of you. Ask yourself, “Is this type of thinking helping to 
solve my problem or making me feel worse?”28 If this 



 

doesn’t stop the rumination process, try one of the 
following strategies:  

     Distract yourself with an activity:  Experts say even 
a two-minute distraction will help break the cycle.29 
Distractions can include things like reading a book, 
watching a movie, participating in a hobby or a task that 
requires your concentration. A young friend of mine shared 
the great idea of “clearing a surface.” Most of us have a 
surface in our house or office that needs to be tidied. For 
two minutes distract yourself by clearing it off and putting 
things away. The result is you feel better and literally have 
accomplished a task. 

      Pray and meditate: Prayer helps you take your 
problems to God, who will provide you with comfort and 
support. When you participate in a meditative form of 
prayer, such as contemplating on Scripture or thinking 
about characteristics of God, it takes your mind off of 
yourself and your problems and focuses it on the true 
power in your life. The Apostle Paul understood this when 
he wrote in Philippians 4:6-7: “Do not be anxious about 
anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with 
thanksgiving, present your request to God. And the peace 
of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your 
heart and your mind in Christ Jesus.”    

      Practice gratitude: Philippians 4:6 also exhorts us 
to be thankful. There is an abundance of research that 
demonstrates how being thankful shifts our mindset from a 
negative outlook to a positive one. Thankfulness increases 
our positive emotions, improves optimism, helps us 
reinterpret negative events, and can be a protective factor 
when it comes to stress and depression.30 Find ways to be 
thankful each day to counterbalance the negativity that 
comes with overthinking. Keep a gratitude journal. Write 
thank you notes. Verbally thank people for the large and 
small things they do for you. Praise God by reading the 
Psalm that focus on thankfulness. 



 

      Write down your worst fears: Overthinking leads 
you to thinking about all of the possible negative things 
that can happen. Writing down your worst fears on paper 
helps you to give them structure, which in turn can help 
you feel like you have more control over them.31 It can also 
act as a catharsis when you acknowledge your feelings. 

      Place your focus on others: Proverbs 11:25 states, 
“A generous person will prosper; whoever refreshes others 
will be refreshed.” A summary of research shows people 
who are altruistic toward others are happier, healthier, and 
have a greater sense of well-being.32 Acting positively 
toward someone else can also help to dissipate negative 
emotions.  

      Problem-solve with a friend: When you are 
overthinking, discussing it with a trusted friend can help 
work toward resolving a problem. Choose a friend who will 
be honest with you, help redirect you away from your 
negative way of thinking, and encourage you to problem-
solve. You do not want to choose a friend whose tendency 
is to co-ruminate. 

      Exercise:  Exercise helps to dissipate stress 
hormones as well as distract you from overthinking. You 
may find that participating in a group sport or exercising 
with a friend is more distracting than exercising by yourself. 

      Identify your triggers:  Keep track of the time and 
place where you tend to overthink. Is there a consistent 
pattern? What triggers start the overthinking process? 
When possible, avoid these triggers until you have broken 
the habit or at least have it under control.33  

      Schedule a time to overthink: If you still find 
yourself overthinking, schedule a specific amount of time to 
overthink. Set the timer for the amount of time you have 
allotted yourself. When the timer goes off, move to an 
activity that distracts you from the problem—knowing that 
you have allotted yourself time to think more about it the 
next day. When you return to the issue the next day, you 
often find it is not as big a problem as you once thought. 



 

Don’t schedule your time right before you go to bed 
because it will make it harder for you to go to sleep.34 

      As I was writing this chapter, a man casually made 
a comment to me in front of other people. I interpreted it as 
a negative comment, though I don’t think he intended it 
that way. For two to three days, it sent me off into a world 
of introspection and overthinking. The funny part is, if I 
went back to him, he wouldn’t even remember what he had 
said. What did I do? Each time it came to mind, I labeled it 
as overthinking. I laughed at the way I was letting a few 
insignificant words invade my psyche. I thought, what a 
great example to share with you. I then distracted myself 
and moved on to something else that truly had meaning.   

 

ONE LAST THOUGHT 
 
Corrie ten Boom had many reasons to focus on the 
negative things that happened in her past. She and her 
family were arrested and incarcerated for helping Jews 
escape the Holocaust during World War II.35 Corrie and her 
beloved sister, Betsie, were sent to Ravensbruck a 
concentration camp for women. It was estimated that in 
this camp, 92,000 women and children died from 
starvation, weakness, and execution.36 Betsie was one of 
the women who died. Corrie survived, and God used her to 
minister to people around the world. Corrie wisely 
admonished, “Worry does not empty tomorrow of its 
sorrow. It empties today of its strength.”37 The term 
“overthinking” could easily be substituted for “worry” in 
Corrie’s quote. When we overthink, and become prisoners 
of our thoughts, “it empties today of its strength.” 



 

 
 
Consider: What is your take on Susan Nolen-Hoeksema 
observation that overthinking is caused by a vacuum of 
values, the entitlement obsession, the need for quick fixes, 
and a belly-button culture?  

 

Journal: Write about what overthinking looks like in your 
life. Is it beneficial or harmful? What step(s) are you going 
to take to stop the habit? 

 

Meditate: Philippians 4:4-8 

 

Connect: Share with a friend what you have learned about 
the consequences of overthinking and strategies to stop 
the “in-a-me.” Hold one another accountable as you work 
on diminishing the habit.
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