
Sensory Overload in Crowded Places: Coping Tips
with Faith and Science
Many people – including devoted Christians – struggle with  sensory overload in crowded places.  The
bustling noise of a packed fellowship hall, the bright lights of a shopping center, or the crush of people in a
busy street can leave one feeling overwhelmed and anxious. This challenge does not mean you lack faith or
joy; rather, it is a human experience that can be managed through an integrated approach. In this article,
we’ll  explore  what  sensory  overload  is  and  provide  coping  tips  that  blend  theology,  psychology, 
neuroscience, and modern medicine. You’ll find practical strategies reinforced by Scripture (NIV), scientific
research,  and real-world  examples  –  all  aimed at  helping you live  a  more  joyful  life  and deepen your
relationship with Jesus Christ even in the midst of chaotic environments.

Understanding Sensory Overload

Sensory overload occurs when the brain receives more input from the senses than it can process at once.
Dr. Grace Tworek, a health psychologist, explains that “sensory overload happens when input from any of
your senses – sight, sound, taste, smell – feel overwhelming and trigger a physiological response. It’s your
sympathetic nervous system letting you know that something is up” . In other words, our “fight-or-flight”
stress response is activated by an onslaught of sensory stimuli, even if we are not in real danger . This
can leave a person feeling paralyzed, much like a computer freezing up from too many open tabs .

Crowded places often present a perfect storm of triggers that can overwhelm our senses. For example,
imagine walking through a busy city square: loud chatter and shouting (sound), people brushing past or
bumping into you (touch), flashing digital billboards (sight), food cart aromas and exhaust fumes (smell) –
all  at  once.  With so much stimulation,  the brain struggles to filter  everything,  leading to distress.  In a
scenario like Times Square, “there are thousands of people around… neon lights and screens flash… Where
should you look? How can you focus? Hello, sensory overload!” . 

Common  triggers for sensory overload include loud or persistent noise, visually crowded or brightly lit
environments,  strong  smells,  and  uncomfortable  touch  sensations .  Often,  it  is  the  combination  of
multiple  stimuli  that  pushes  someone  over  the  threshold .  Symptoms vary  but  frequently  involve
anxiety, an inability to focus, irritability, confusion, and intense stress . Physically, one might experience
a  racing  heart,  dizziness,  sweating,  trembling,  or  even  chest  tightness .  If  not  managed,  sensory
overload can escalate into panic attacks .

It’s important to note that anyone can experience sensory overload, but some people are more susceptible.
Individuals with anxiety disorders, ADHD, autism spectrum disorder (ASD), or PTSD often have sensory
processing differences that make them prone to feeling overwhelmed by stimuli . For instance, many
autistic or highly sensitive persons have acute hearing or touch sensitivities, so a crowded, noisy room can
be intensely stressful. Research confirms a strong link between sensory sensitivity and higher stress levels
in adults  – in other words, those who are “wired” to sense more deeply tend to report greater stress in
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stimulating environments. However, you don’t need a specific diagnosis to feel this way; even past trauma
or just fatigue can lower your tolerance for sensory chaos . 

A Real-Life Example: John’s Overwhelm in Church

To illustrate, consider John, a faithful churchgoer who loves worship but struggles with sensory sensitivity.
During  Sunday  services,  he  finds  the  bright  stage  lights,  amplified  music,  and  mingling  crowds  to  be
overwhelming . Crowded settings trigger intense anxiety for John – his heart races and he fears being
“overwhelmed by the sensory stimuli  and social  interactions” .  Aware of his limits,  John has adopted
coping habits: he often arrives  late to avoid the initial rush of people and sits in the back near an exit,
keeping to himself . These strategies help him get through the service with less overload, but they
also leave him feeling isolated. John sometimes worries he’s missing out on fellowship and feels guilty that
he isn’t as involved socially as others at church. Despite these challenges, his  commitment to faith remains
strong  – a reminder that being overwhelmed by crowds does not equate to a weak faith or lack of love
for God.

John’s  case  is  not  unique.  Many  sincere  believers  have  similar  experiences,  whether  at  church,  family
gatherings, concerts, or even busy grocery stores. The Bible teaches that each person is a treasured part of
the Body of Christ, even if one part (like an “ear” sensitive to noise) has different needs (see 1 Corinthians
12:17-20). As Christian occupational therapist Ann Jackson notes,  “every person is fearfully and wonderfully
made in the image of God (Psalm 139:14), and this includes those among us with sensory processing issues. Their
unique way of experiencing the world is simply part of the diverse tapestry of God’s creation.”  Embracing this
truth is the first step in coping: recognizing that you are  not “broken” or alone in feeling this way. Your
nervous system may be finely tuned – which can be a gift in many contexts – but it also means you need to
steward it wisely in overwhelming environments. 

Coping Strategies for Sensory Overload: An Integrated Approach

Managing sensory overload in crowded places requires a holistic approach. We will discuss strategies in
four spheres –  spiritual,  lifestyle,  practical (sensory tools & techniques),  and  therapeutic/medical –
showing how faith and science together can equip you with effective coping mechanisms. Remember, the
goal  isn’t  to  eliminate  all  sensory  input  (which  is  impossible  and  not  desirable),  but  to  manage your
reactions and create an environment where you can thrive.  With preparation and God’s  help,  you  can
navigate noisy, crowded situations with greater peace. As Philippians 4:13 says, “I can do all this through
Him who gives me strength” (NIV).

1. Spiritual Strategies: Finding Peace Amidst the Chaos

Our faith is a powerful asset in dealing with overwhelm. Far from being merely a “soft” solution, spiritual
practices directly engage the mind and even the nervous system in ways that promote calm and resilience.
Here are some faith-based strategies:

Prayer and Surrender: When stimuli flood your senses, follow the biblical invitation to “cast all your
anxiety on Him because He cares for you” (1 Peter 5:7). In moments of overload, say a quick prayer –
even  a  desperate  “Lord,  help  me  now!”  –  to  invite  God’s  presence  into  the  situation.  Jesus
understands our frailties; He urged, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will
give you rest” (Matthew 11:28). One practical method is what a Christian blogger calls “take five and

12

13

14

15 16

17

18

• 

2

The information presented is for educational and inspirational purposes only, it is not intended as medical advice.

CRAIGCHAMBERLIN.US

https://health.clevelandclinic.org/sensory-overload#:~:text=%2A%20Post,overload%20during%20a%20fireworks%20display
https://www.samford.edu/worship-arts/files/Sensory-Sensitivity-Guide-for-Worship.pdf#:~:text=CHALLENGES%20FACED%20BY%20JOHN%201,late%20and%20sitting%20at%20the
https://www.samford.edu/worship-arts/files/Sensory-Sensitivity-Guide-for-Worship.pdf#:~:text=1,He%20may
https://www.samford.edu/worship-arts/files/Sensory-Sensitivity-Guide-for-Worship.pdf#:~:text=BACKGROUND%3A%20John%20is%20an%20adult,to%20keep%20to%20himself%20during
https://www.samford.edu/worship-arts/files/Sensory-Sensitivity-Guide-for-Worship.pdf#:~:text=STUDY%20JOHN%20STRENGTHS%201.%20Self,of%20comfort%20during%20worship%20services
https://www.samford.edu/worship-arts/files/Sensory-Sensitivity-Guide-for-Worship.pdf#:~:text=2,deepen%20his%20connection%20with%20God
https://www.annelaurejackson.com/blog/navigating-sensory-challenges_-faith-as-our-compass#:~:text=ImageA%20Christian%20Perspective%20on%20Sensory,Processing
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Peter+5%3A7&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Peter+5%3A7&version=NIV


roll out the scroll” – take five minutes to step away from the crowd (if possible) and literally present
your overwhelm to God in prayer, as King Hezekiah did with an alarming letter,  spreading it  out
before the Lord (see 2 Kings 19:14-19). Pour out your feelings to God. This act of surrender can bring
an immediate sense of relief, knowing that God is with you in the storm.

Meditation on Scripture: While secular mindfulness teaches focusing on one’s breath or a neutral
object,  Christian  meditation  focuses  the  mind  on  God’s  truth  –  which  can  be  tremendously
grounding.  For  example,  when  noise  and  confusion  mount,  gently  repeat  a  calming  verse  to
yourself, such as “Be still, and know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10) or “The Lord is my shepherd… He leads
me beside quiet waters, He refreshes my soul” (Psalm 23:1-3). By concentrating on the timeless stability
of God’s Word, you counteract the racing, panicked thoughts. “Great peace have those who love your
law, and nothing can make them stumble” (Psalm 119:165). Some Christians practice breath-prayers –
breathing slowly while thinking of a short scripture or promise (e.g.,  inhaling “You are with me”;
exhaling  “I  will  not  fear”).  This  marries  spiritual  truth  with  the  physiological  benefit  of  deep
breathing, sending a signal of safety to your body.

Worship and Thanksgiving: It may sound counterintuitive to engage in worship when crowds or
noise are the problem (indeed, loud music might be a trigger!). But worship doesn’t always mean
singing at top volume in a sanctuary; it can be quietly thanking God in your heart or listening to a
gentle worship song on headphones. The Bible links thanksgiving with the peace of God: “Do not be
anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition,  with thanksgiving, present your
requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and
your minds in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:6-7, NIV). Gratitude and praise shift our focus from the chaos
around us to the goodness of God, which calms the spirit. If you find yourself stuck in a crowd and
panicking, try to name even one thing you thank God for in that moment – it could be as simple as
“thank You for being with me” or “thank You for the open sky above.”  This spiritual  refocus can
interrupt the cycle of  overwhelm and invite God’s  transcendent peace to “guard your heart  and
mind.”

Solitude  with  God:  Even  Jesus  sought  solitude  to  recharge.  The  Gospels  record  that  after
ministering  to  crowds,  “Jesus  often  withdrew  to  lonely  places  and  prayed” (Luke  5:16).  He  also
encouraged His disciples to step away after intense times: “Because so many people were coming and
going that they did not even have a chance to eat, He said to them, ‘Come with me by yourselves to a quiet
place and get some rest’” (Mark 6:31, NIV). Taking regular time in  quietness with the Lord is not a
luxury but a necessity – especially  for those easily  over-stimulated.  Make it  a habit  to carve out
“desert” moments in your routine (daily if possible) where you turn off all noise, retreat to a peaceful
spot, and simply rest in God’s presence through prayer or reflective reading. This spiritual discipline
of silence and solitude builds your inner capacity to handle external noise when it comes. Think of it
as charging your emotional batteries. Then, when you do face a crowded place, you carry an inner
sanctuary of peace with you. “He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High will rest in the shadow of the
Almighty” (Psalm 91:1).

Fellowship and Support: Sometimes the most spiritual thing you can do is  ask for help from the
Body  of  Christ.  Talk  to  trusted  friends  or  church  members  about  your  struggle;  you  might  be
surprised how many relate or are eager to assist. There is no shame in saying, “Crowds make me
anxious;  could  you  pray  with  me or  possibly  accompany  me as  an  anchor?”  Ecclesiastes  4:9-10
reminds us that two are better than one, for if either falls, one can help the other up. Your church
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might be willing to make practical accommodations if they understand your needs – for example,
reserving you a seat in a low-traffic area or providing a “quiet room” where you can still hear the
sermon but with less sensory input. Scripture calls us to “carry each other’s burdens” (Galatians 6:2),
which includes being patient and understanding with those who have sensory challenges . Do
not isolate yourself; let your faith community be part of the solution. Even the act of sharing your
struggle with a compassionate brother or sister in Christ can lighten the emotional load.

2. Lifestyle and Self-Care Practices: Strengthening Your Temple

From a physiological perspective, your nervous system’s sensitivity can be buffered or aggravated by your
overall  health  and lifestyle  habits.  The Bible  teaches  that  our  bodies  are  temples  of  the  Holy  Spirit  (1
Corinthians 6:19-20),  and caring for them is part of honoring God. In practice,  this means that healthy
habits can improve your threshold for sensory input, while poor habits can leave you more frazzled. Modern
research  and  clinical  experience  affirm  the  importance  of  holistic  self-care in  managing  anxiety  and
sensory issues . Here are some key areas to consider:

Sleep: Adequate rest is foundational. Anyone who’s pulled an all-nighter knows that the next day we
become irritable and hypersensitive – noises seem louder, frustrations hit harder. Chronic lack of
sleep intensifies sensory sensitivity and anxiety. Make it a priority to get sufficient, regular sleep
(most adults need 7-9 hours). If crowded places are part of tomorrow’s agenda, try to sleep well the
night before. Psalm 127:2 reminds us that God “grants sleep to those He loves,” underscoring that
rest is  part of His design for us.  Good sleep hygiene (limiting screen use before bed, keeping a
consistent bedtime, maybe using earplugs or a white noise machine if noise bothers you at night)
can dramatically increase your resilience during the day.

Nutrition and Hydration: What we eat and drink can influence our stress levels. Skipping meals or
consuming lots of sugary junk food can cause blood sugar spikes and crashes, exacerbating feelings
of jitteriness or panic. On the other hand, a balanced diet with protein, healthy fats, and complex
carbs  sustains  energy and mood.  Stay hydrated as  well  –  even mild  dehydration can heighten
anxiety.  Particular substances to handle with care include caffeine and other stimulants:  while a
morning coffee is a gift from God for many, caffeine can also ramp up your heart rate and anxiety
reactivity.  If  you notice that you feel  extra overwhelmed on days you’ve had multiple coffees or
energy  drinks,  consider  cutting  back  or  switching  to  decaf,  especially  before  entering  a  known
stressful  environment.  Moderation  is  key  (Philippians  4:5).  Also,  some  people  find  that  certain
nutrients  or  supplements  (like  magnesium,  omega-3s,  or  B-vitamins)  support  a  calmer  nervous
system – consult with a healthcare provider for personalized advice.

Exercise and Physical Activity: Regular exercise is one of the most effective natural stress-relievers.
Even  a  simple  walk  releases  muscle  tension  and  helps  regulate  adrenaline  levels.  Exercise  also
increases your baseline tolerance for stress over time. The form of exercise can be tailored to what
you enjoy – gentle activities like walking in nature, cycling, swimming, or more intense workouts if
you’re able. Notably, spending time outdoors for exercise gives a double benefit: physical movement
plus the calming effect of God’s creation. Many people with sensory sensitivities report that being in
nature (a quiet forest trail, a park, etc.) restores them. This echoes biblical patterns – for example,
Jesus often went up mountains or into gardens to pray,  and Psalm 23 depicts God’s restoration
happening “in green pastures” and “quiet waters.” So, try building a routine of moving your body,
preferably outside or in a non-overwhelming environment, most days of the week. It can “train” your
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body to handle stress better. As  Focus on the Family advises, healthy habits like  “solid nutrition,
sleep,  exercise,  and  time  outdoors  are  also  important” components  of  managing  mental  health
challenges .

Sabbath  and Margin: God  instituted  the  Sabbath  principle  for  a  reason  –  we  all  need  regular
intervals  of  rest.  If  you  struggle  with  sensory  overload,  it’s  crucial  to  pace  yourself  and  include
downtime in your schedule. Avoid overbooking your days with back-to-back crowded activities. If you
know Sunday church tends to drain you, perhaps avoid a packed shopping mall trip on the same
afternoon; give yourself permission to rest or engage in a quiet activity to recharge. Build margin
around high-stimulation events. That might mean arriving early and sitting in your car for a few
minutes of quiet prayer before walking into a busy venue, or debriefing afterward with a calming
ritual  (like  having tea  in  silence  or  taking a  short  nap).  Even Jesus,  during His  earthly  ministry,
showed us that we can’t be “on” all the time – He took time to eat, to withdraw, and to sleep (Mark
4:38). Embrace the fact that rest is a holy part of life. It’s not laziness; it’s stewardship of the body and
mind God gave you. By proactively resting, you can prevent sensory overload from accumulating and
becoming burnout.

Avoiding  Trigger  Stacking: Whenever  possible,  reduce  other  stressors  when  you  anticipate
entering a crowded or stimulating environment.  For example,  rushing and running late adds an
extra layer of stress;  try to give yourself  plenty of time so you’re not anxiously bursting into an
already overwhelming scene. If you can, limit additional sensory inputs: wear comfortable clothing
(nothing itchy or too tight) if you’ll be dealing with lots of external stimuli, since an uncomfortable
outfit can be the “last straw” sensation. Some people carry peppermint or lavender oil to sniff, since
pleasant  scents  might  help  override  noxious  ones  in  a  crowd  (though  be  cautious  as  strong
fragrances could also bother  you –  this  is  individual).  Essentially,  set  yourself  up for  success  by
controlling the controllables. Proverbs 22:3 says, “The prudent see danger and take refuge” – apply
that wisdom by foreseeing what might overwhelm you and taking refuge through preparation and
lifestyle adjustments.

3. Practical Coping Tools and Techniques (In-the-Moment Strategies)

Even with strong spiritual and lifestyle foundations, you will likely still face moments of acute overload. In
those  times,  having  a  toolbox  of  practical  coping  techniques  can  make  a  huge  difference.  These  are
approaches you can use  before or during exposure to a crowded or stimulating environment to reduce
sensory input and manage your emotional reaction. Consider trying several of the following strategies, and
remember that what works best may differ from person to person – so personalize your toolkit.

Identify Your Triggers and Plan Ahead: Knowledge is power. Take note of which specific elements
tend to set off your sensory overload. Is it loud noise, or particular frequencies of sound? Crowded
spaces with  people  bumping  into  you?  Chaotic  visuals  and  lights?  Dense,  stuffy  air?  Once  you
identify your triggers , you can strategize how to minimize them. For instance, if you know that
the noise of a packed fellowship hall after church is overwhelming, plan to step outside for fresh air
during the coffee hour, or wear discreet earplugs. If supermarket crowds bother you, try shopping at
off-peak hours (early morning or late evening) when it’s quieter – many stores even offer “sensory-
friendly  hours”  with  dimmed lights  or  reduced noise .  Planning ahead might  mean choosing
where you go or when: opt for a smaller store over a giant megamall, or attend events on weekdays
instead of extremely busy weekends. A clinical example from Dr. Tworek suggests, “If you realize you
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often feel overload at loud concerts, start choosing seats near the back of the room or prioritizing outdoor
venues... You could also start bringing earplugs to dull some of the intensity of the music” . The same
principle applies in church or other venues – sitting at the periphery or near an exit, where you feel
less hemmed in and can escape easily if needed, can significantly reduce anxiety. There is nothing
wrong with preferring the aisle seat or the balcony if it helps you engage without panic. Jesus said,
“Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you” (John 14:27), and sometimes accepting that peace
means arranging our surroundings wisely to receive it.

Sensory Tools and Aids: Don’t hesitate to use  assistive tools to moderate sensory input. These
might include:  noise-canceling headphones or earplugs,  sunglasses or tinted lenses (to soften
harsh lighting), a hat or hoodie (to give a small sense of enclosure and block visual stimuli), or even a
lightweight scarf with a soothing scent on it to cover your nose in a crowd with unpleasant odors.
Carrying a small “sensory kit” when you anticipate a difficult environment can empower you. For
example, many individuals with autism or ADHD bring fidget toys or stress balls which provide a
calming tactile focus if things get overwhelming . A compact  weighted item (like a lap pad or
even a heavy bag on your shoulder)  can be grounding as deep pressure input,  though this is  a
personal preference. Some find chewing peppermint gum or sucking on a mint occupies the sense
of taste and helps tune out other inputs. These tools are not crutches to be ashamed of – think of
them like eyeglasses or hearing aids, simple aids to functioning. In fact, using them is a responsible
step to manage your well-being. If someone questions you (though most won’t), you can briefly say,
“I’m sensitive to noise, so I use these to help me focus.” Taking care of your senses enables you to
participate more fully in life’s activities. Proverbs 4:7 says, “Get wisdom. Though it cost all you have,
get understanding.”  Part of wisdom is understanding your needs and doing what’s necessary to
address them. Equipping yourself with sensory tools is a wise and proactive measure.

Take Strategic Breaks (“Recharge Stations”): When you’re in a busy or overstimulating place for an
extended period, schedule breaks to step away and reset your senses . Just as your phone battery
would drain if left running continuously, your mental battery needs periodic recharging. Identify in
advance where you might find a quiet corner: it could be a restroom stall, stepping outdoors for a
few minutes, a designated “quiet room” (some churches or conferences have them), or even sitting in
your car for a short breather. For example, if you’re attending a big wedding reception, you might
slip out every hour to a balcony or hallway to breathe in silence for five minutes.  During these
breaks,  you can practice  a  quick  relaxation technique (more on those next)  or  simply  enjoy the
relative quiet. John’s story earlier highlights this strategy: his church worked with him to “mark quiet
zones or retreat areas where [he] can retreat to when feeling overwhelmed,” and they even provided
resources there like noise-canceling headphones and Scripture cards for comfort . While not
every public place will have a formal quiet space, you can create your own by finding spots that are
away from the main crowd.  Don’t  wait  until  you’re at  a  breaking point;  plan these mini-escapes
periodically  before you feel you absolutely need them. This prevents overload from building up.
Remember,  even Jesus stepped away from the multitudes at  times – it’s  perfectly  fine to excuse
yourself momentarily from a social situation. The key is communicating if needed (“I’ll be back in a
few minutes”) so others don’t worry. By the time you return, you’ll likely feel more centered and able
to continue.  “He restores my soul” (Psalm 23:3) often happens in the still moments apart from the
crowd.

Breathing and Grounding Techniques: Your breath is a built-in calming device that you can use
anytime,  anywhere.  When  sensory  overload  triggers  the  fight-or-flight  response,  you  may  start

23

• 

24

• 
25

26 27

• 

6

The information presented is for educational and inspirational purposes only, it is not intended as medical advice.

CRAIGCHAMBERLIN.US

https://health.clevelandclinic.org/sensory-overload#:~:text=establish%20those%20patterns%20and%20determine,%E2%80%9D
https://www.achievepsychology.org/post/5-tips-for-managing-sensory-overload-in-public-places#:~:text=2,You
https://www.achievepsychology.org/post/5-tips-for-managing-sensory-overload-in-public-places#:~:text=3
https://www.samford.edu/worship-arts/files/Sensory-Sensitivity-Guide-for-Worship.pdf#:~:text=worship%20services%20more%20comfortable%20for,areas%20with%20sensory%20aids%20like
https://www.samford.edu/worship-arts/files/Sensory-Sensitivity-Guide-for-Worship.pdf#:~:text=other%20congregation%20members%20who%20share,help%20John%20manage%20sensory%20overload


breathing fast  and shallow,  which actually  increases panic.  Deliberately  slowing and deepening
your breathing can signal your nervous system to stand down. A highly recommended exercise is
the  3-3-3  breathing  technique (also  known  as  “serial  three”  breathing).  Here’s  how  it  works:
Breathe in through your nose for a count of 3,  hold the breath for 3, then  exhale through your
mouth  for  3,  and  repeat .  Psychologists  note  that  this  kind  of  rhythmic  breathing  not  only
reduces physical symptoms of panic but also forces your mind to focus on counting, which distracts
from the overwhelming stimuli . It’s simple, but when you feel on the verge of a meltdown, it can
be a lifesaver. Many Christians combine breathing with prayer by, for instance, breathing in while
thinking “Come, Holy Spirit” and breathing out stress. Another popular method is  grounding: use
your senses intentionally to connect with the present, safe reality. A common grounding practice is
the “5-4-3-2-1” exercise – silently note 5 things you see, 4 things you feel (touch), 3 things you hear, 2
things  you  smell,  and  1  thing  you  taste.  This  shifts  your  attention  from  the  internal  chaos  to
concrete,  manageable observations,  often reducing panic.  Even simpler,  focus on a single sensory
anchor: hold a cool water bottle or a textured object and concentrate on how it feels in your hand, or
wiggle your toes and notice the sensation in your feet. By doing so, you remind your body that, right
now,  you  are  okay.  These  techniques  echo  the  biblical  principle  of  taking  thoughts  captive  (2
Corinthians 10:5) – you are actively redirecting racing thoughts to something productive or neutral.
Practice  these  calming  skills  before you  need  them  (for  example,  practice  3-3-3  breathing  each
morning or on a calm evening) so that they come more naturally in a crunch . As Dr. Tworek
advises, “It’s helpful to practice them outside of the context of feeling overwhelmed... You’re teaching your
body how to relax in different scenarios. It’s almost like you’re building up a resilience to overwhelm.”

.

Cognitive Strategies and Reassurance: Along with physical  techniques,  keep some  truths and
mental strategies on hand. When overstimulation hits, it’s easy for our minds to spiral with scary
thoughts (“I can’t handle this,” “I’m going to lose it,” “I need to escape now!”). Combat these with
simple, truthful self-talk or a brief Scripture. Remind yourself: “I’ve felt this before; it will pass. I am not
in danger – it just feels uncomfortable. I can find a way to cope.” This kind of cognitive restructuring is a
core skill  in  Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) for anxiety.  You replace panicky thoughts with
more  balanced  ones.  Another  mental  tactic  is  to  give  yourself  permission  to  leave  if  needed  –
knowing that you can exit can paradoxically make you calmer and able to stay longer. For example,
tell yourself: “If it gets too much, I can step outside for a break, and that’s okay.” Sometimes just
having an exit plan reduces the fear. Also, reflect on past victories: “Last time I managed this situation
and eventually felt better. God brought me through it; He can do so again.” The Bible encourages us to
“cast down imaginations” of dread and instead focus on what is true and praiseworthy (Philippians
4:8). In a crowd, that might mean intentionally observing something positive around you – perhaps
admiring a beautiful piece of architecture or remembering that the people around you are beloved
by God, not threats. By reframing your thinking, you align with the “sound mind” God has given (2
Timothy 1:7).  Over time, practicing such mental  coping skills  can lessen the intensity of  sensory
overload because your brain learns not to amplify the panic with fearful interpretations.

Choose Compassion Over Guilt: Practically, if you must leave an event early or decline an invitation
because you know it will overwhelm you, do so without excessive guilt. It’s easy for Christians to
feel, “I should push through everything” or “If I had more faith, I wouldn’t struggle.” But consider this:
if you had a migraine or a high fever, you’d probably go home to recover, right? Sensory overload is a
legitimate  struggle,  and  taking  care  of  yourself  is  responsible  stewardship,  not  failure.  Yes,
sometimes God may call us to stretch outside our comfort zone, but He also gives wisdom to know
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our  limits.  Give  yourself  the  same  compassion  you’d  give  a  friend  who  told  you  they  were
overwhelmed. In Mark 6:31, Jesus did not scold the disciples for being drained by the crowds; instead
He said, “You need to get some rest.” Receive that grace for yourself. Make decisions that balance
community involvement with personal capacity. You might say to a friend, “I’d love to come to the
first part of the event, but I may slip out after an hour.” That is far better than not going at all, or
going and then crashing into a breakdown. A humble acceptance of your thorn (2 Corinthians 12:9)
can allow Christ’s power to work through your weakness – sometimes that power looks like Him
providing ways of escape and relief. 

4. Therapy, Support, and Medical Interventions: Professional Help as God’s Grace

Sometimes,  despite our best  efforts  with the above strategies,  sensory overload remains frequent and
debilitating. If you find that you’re regularly overwhelmed to the point of panic or that coping on your own
isn’t  sufficient,  it  may be time to seek professional  help.  There is  absolutely  no shame in this.  In  fact,
reaching out for expert guidance can be a wise, God-honoring step. Here are some avenues to consider:

Counseling and Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT): A Christian counselor or a therapist familiar
with  anxiety  can  work  with  you  on  tailored  strategies.  Through  therapy,  you  can  explore  any
underlying anxiety disorders or traumas that might be exacerbating your sensory overload. CBT, in
particular,  is  an  evidence-based  approach  for  anxiety  that  helps  you  identify  negative  thought
patterns and gradually face feared situations in a manageable way. For example, if crowded places
trigger panic, a therapist might use gradual exposure therapy – first teaching you relaxation skills,
then slowly introducing controlled challenges (perhaps looking at photos of crowds, then visiting a
quiet public space, and eventually a busier one) while coaching you through your coping techniques.
Over time, this can “retrain” your brain to not go into red alert so quickly. A therapist can also help
with  social  skills  or  assertiveness if  part  of  your  overload  involves  social  anxiety  (like  John’s
discomfort with greetings). Having a safe space to talk through your feelings and develop new skills
is very beneficial. As Proverbs 15:22 says, “Plans fail for lack of counsel, but with many advisers they
succeed.” Think of a trained counselor as one of those wise advisers helping you form a plan for
success in stressful environments.

Occupational Therapy and Sensory Integration: Especially if  sensory issues have been lifelong
(common in  autism or  ADHD),  working with  an  occupational  therapist  (OT) who specializes  in
sensory processing can be transformative. OTs can assess your sensory profile – identifying which
types of input you are over- or under-sensitive to – and then create a program (sometimes called a
“sensory diet”) of activities to help regulate your system. One approach developed by Dr. A. Jean Ayres
is Sensory Integration Therapy, which involves gradual, guided exposure to sensory experiences in
a safe setting, to help your nervous system better organize input over time . For example, you
might  do exercises  that  involve balance,  touch,  or  sound in  controlled ways,  building tolerance.
Another  technique  is  the  Wilbarger  Deep  Pressure  protocol (often  called  “brushing  therapy”),
which applies gentle pressure to the skin at intervals to reduce tactile defensiveness – but this must
be taught by a professional. The idea is to give the brain positive experiences with sensory stimuli so
it’s  not  as  over-reactive  in  everyday  life .  Research  and  clinical  experience  show  that  many
individuals  (children  and  adults)  can  improve  their  sensory  processing  through these  therapies,
leading to  less  overload in  triggering environments.  If  this  interests  you,  ask  your  doctor  for  a
referral to an occupational therapist, or look for clinics that offer sensory processing services. Always
ensure the therapist is certified and uses evidence-based methods.  Real-world case study: Some
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churches and schools have even created “sensory rooms” with dim lighting, padded mats, swings, or
calming projectors,  where  people  can go to  re-center.  These stem from OT principles  and have
helped individuals like John at church manage better by accessing a quiet sensory-friendly space
when needed . Embracing these resources is simply leveraging knowledge God has allowed
humans to discover about our bodies.

Support  Groups  and  Community  Resources: Connecting  with  others  who  experience  similar
challenges can provide not only tips but also emotional reassurance. There are support groups (both
in-person and online) for people with sensory processing disorder, adult autism/ADHD communities,
and Christian support groups for mental health. For instance, an occupational therapist who is a
Christian might host a group where members share coping strategies and pray for each other’s
progress.  One  example  is  the  “Christian  Sensory  Support” online  community  mentioned  by  Ann
Jackson,  which  offers  a  space  for  believers  to  share  stories  and  encouragement  in  navigating
sensory  issues .  Your  local  church  might  consider  starting  a  special-interest  small  group  or
ministry for anxiety and sensory challenges – if so, participating could help you and others not feel
alone.  Even  if  a  formal  group  isn’t  available,  consider  enlisting  a  “buddy” for  particularly  hard
situations. For example, if  going to a crowded conference, bring a friend who understands your
triggers; their presence can keep you grounded and they can assist if you need to exit suddenly. The
Bible extols the value of  supportive companions:  “Anxiety weighs down the heart,  but  a kind word
cheers it up” (Proverbs 12:25). Sometimes that kind word is “I get it; I’m here with you,” from someone
walking alongside you.

Medication  (when  appropriate): In  some  cases,  medication  can  play  a  role  in  reducing  the
frequency  or  intensity  of  sensory  overload  episodes.  This  might  be  especially  relevant  if  your
overload is linked to an anxiety disorder or if you have accompanying depression/PTSD, etc.  Anti-
anxiety medications or  antidepressants (like SSRIs) can lower the overall anxiety arousal level,
which might raise your threshold for sensory triggers. Some people with ADHD find that stimulant
medication  actually  improves  sensory  filtering  by  helping  the  brain  focus  and  not  be  as  easily
flooded  by  extraneous  stimuli.  Others  with  extreme  panic  in  crowds  might  use  a  fast-acting
medication  (such  as  a  beta-blocker  or  benzodiazepine)  in  specific  situations  like  flying  or  big
presentations.  These  are  very  individual  decisions  to  be  made  with  a  qualified  psychiatrist  or
physician. The key point for Christians is: using mental health medication is not a sign of spiritual
failure. It can be a God-given tool for healing. As one biblical counseling resource puts it,  “God has
allowed man to grow in his knowledge of medicine, which God often uses in the healing process… there is
no biblical reason not to avail ourselves of it.”  In fact, refusing legitimate help would be like telling
God,  “I  don’t  need  the  provisions  You’ve  sent.”  The  Bible  records  Luke  as  “the  beloved
physician”  (Colossians  4:14),  indicating  that  early  Christians  valued  medical  practice.  If  you  had
diabetes, you’d likely take insulin; similarly, if your brain’s chemistry benefits from a medication to
function more normally, you can receive that with thanksgiving. Medication is  not a cure-all – it’s
usually most effective coupled with therapy and lifestyle changes  – but it can take the edge off
extreme symptoms, giving you breathing room to implement other strategies. Whether it’s a short-
term aid or a long-term maintenance plan (as some conditions require, like how certain illnesses
need ongoing treatment ), it should be viewed as one aspect of God’s healing toolbox. Pray for
wisdom, consult your doctor and perhaps a counselor, and proceed without stigma. And if you start
a medication, continue to pray and seek God’s help; as GotQuestions.org wisely says, “Ultimately, God
is the Great Physician… Each aspect of a treatment plan can be received as a gift from Him… Our ultimate
trust must be in Him alone” .
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Pastoral or Spiritual Counseling: Alongside clinical help, you may also seek guidance from a pastor
or spiritual mentor. They can pray with you for healing and discernment. Sometimes overwhelming
anxiety has a spiritual component – not necessarily demonic or sinful, but perhaps related to deep
emotional wounds, struggles with trusting God’s protection, or needing to forgive past hurts that
contribute to hypervigilance. A compassionate pastor or prayer minister can help invite Jesus into
those inner places. Additionally, they can help you integrate biblical truths with your coping plan (for
example, countering any false guilt or identity issues that arise from your struggles).  James 5:14
advises anyone who is sick (and we could extend that to any affliction) to call the elders for prayer.
Don’t hesitate to ask for prayer specifically about your sensory issues. You might pray something
like, “Lord, please calm my nervous system when I am in crowds. Help me sense Your presence
overriding the chaos.” Sometimes people have experienced a measure of miraculous relief through
prayer – for instance, feeling God’s peace descend in a situation that normally would trigger them.
God may not always remove the stimulus or our sensitivity (just as He didn’t remove Paul’s thorn
immediately),  but  He will  always  give  enough grace  for  us  to  endure or  find a  way through (1
Corinthians 10:13). Engaging both prayer and practical therapy is like using both hands to climb
out of a pit – the spiritual and the practical together offer a strong lift.

Finding Strength and Joy Beyond Overwhelm

Living with sensory overload tendencies is undoubtedly challenging, especially for a Christian who desires
to participate fully in church, family, and community life. You might have asked, “Why did God make me this
way? How can I rejoice when I feel on edge in a crowd?” Take heart: God knows your frame (Psalm 103:14)
and has compassion on your weaknesses. Your sensitivity might even be part of your gifting – often those
who keenly perceive sensory details  also perceive emotional  and spiritual  nuances deeply.  You may be
among the “ears” or “eyes” of the Body (1 Corinthians 12), attuned to things others overlook. The downside
is feeling overwhelmed, but with the strategies discussed – and with supportive brothers and sisters in
Christ – you can learn to cope and even thrive.

Remember that progress is a journey. Celebrate small victories: perhaps this month you managed to stay
through the entire  worship  service  without  fleeing,  or  you navigated the grocery  store  with  only  mild
discomfort instead of panic. Maybe you used a breathing technique and it prevented a meltdown. Give
thanks to God for each step forward, however tiny. Keep a journal of what works and note improvements
(e.g., “Six months ago, I couldn’t handle the church picnic at all; today I stayed for an hour and enjoyed
talking to two people”). Such reflections will encourage you that growth is happening.  “Do not despise the
day of small beginnings” (Zechariah 4:10).

It’s also crucial to reject condemnation. If there are days you just cannot handle a situation and must leave,
or  times  you  feel  anxious  despite  doing  everything  “right,”  do  not  beat  yourself  up.  The  goal  is  not
perfection, but perseverance and reliance on God. Even the Apostle Paul experienced circumstances where
he “despaired of life itself” and felt his limits, but that taught him not to rely on himself but on God (2
Corinthians 1:8-9). In the same way, your overwhelming moments can drive you into deeper dependence on
God’s grace – and  His grace is sufficient for you (2 Corinthians 12:9). Your identity is not “the anxious
person” or “the hypersensitive one”; your identity is a beloved child of God, who happens to have a sensitive
nervous system. And that nervous system, by the way, is God-designed. Psalm 139:13-14 proclaims that God
knit us together in the womb “fearfully and wonderfully.” He knew that some of His children would have
different neurochemical makeups. He does not make junk! Instead, He often uses the weak things to show
His strength. You might find that through this struggle, you develop a richer prayer life, more empathy for
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others’ pain, and greater wisdom on how to foster peace – all of which are treasures that can bless the
Church.

Finally, look ahead with hope. The Christian worldview reminds us that our current bodies and brains, with
all their groaning, are not our final state. We look forward to a redeemed creation where presumably there
will be no painful overload – perhaps our senses will be even more receptive, but only to experience the
glory  and joy  of  God without  any overwhelm!  Revelation 7:9-17 describes a  heavenly  scene of  a  great
multitude from every nation, worshiping God loudly. For those who currently dread crowds and loudness,
that image might sound daunting – but imagine a crowd where love is perfect and no one experiences
panic, where the overwhelming thing is joy, not fear. In that day, “God will wipe away every tear” (Rev 7:17).
Until then, He is with us here and now. Jesus said, “In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have
overcome the world” ( John 16:33). Sensory overload is one of those “troubles” of our fallen world, but Christ’s
overcoming power is available to you daily. By integrating prayer, scriptural truth, wise lifestyle choices,
practical  tools,  and appropriate medical  help,  you can significantly improve your ability to engage with
crowded places and noisy environments. You are not destined to live in avoidance and fear; you can find a
new balance where joy and participation replace dread.

In summary, coping with sensory overload in crowded places is a multi-faceted journey. Spiritually, anchor
yourself in God’s peace and presence; psychologically and physically, equip yourself with techniques and
healthy habits;  communally,  lean on support  from others and offer your own gifts  when you can;  and
clinically,  utilize  the  therapies  or  medicines  that  are  fitting.  Each  of  these  approaches  is  part  of  God’s
providential care for you. As you practice these tips, be patient with yourself and celebrate the progress.
Your deep relationship with Jesus Christ can coexist with – and even triumph over – sensory struggles. The
Lord who calmed storms (Mark 4:39) can certainly calm your heart in the midst of external storms. With
time, you may even find that your sensitivity, when managed, allows you to experience the world and God’s
presence in a uniquely profound way. 

Take courage – you are not alone, and you have practical and spiritual help at your disposal.  May the
promise of Isaiah 26:3 sustain you:  “You will keep in perfect peace those whose minds are steadfast, because
they trust in You.” With a steadfast mind, a trusting heart, and a well-prepared plan, you can face crowded
places with growing confidence. Go forth, equipped and encouraged, to live a full life of fellowship and
service, knowing that  “the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your
minds in Christ Jesus.”
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