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MMeennttaall HHeeaalltthh AAwwaarreenneessss
“To every one of my oppressors
I am contemptible;
Loathsome to my neighbors
To my friends, a thing of fear.
Those who see me in the street
Hurry past me;
I am forgotten, as good as dead in their hearts,
Something discarded.”

Psalm 31:11-12

After more than a decade around persons with emotional disorders
and mental illness, I know many of them feel as did the psalmist. They
have told me so.

Granted some of their feelings may be due to their perception, but for
them perception is their reality. And more than perception is at work.
The reality of the unwarranted stigma about emotional and mental
illness lives on.

I suspect people back away from the emotionally and mentally dis-
traught because of fear. We are afraid of what we do not understand. In
addition, we are afraid of feeling helpless, and anxiety, depression and
mental illness can quickly render you helpless. I remember a parishioner
who came by the office to tell me he was no longer coming to prayer
meeting because we continued to pray for people who never got well,
two of whom were mentally ill.

The goal of Christian caring is nonanxious presence, staying
connected without becoming anxious. Years ago a severely depressed
retired pastor came to Brook Lane. A lifelong friend of his, also a retired
pastor, faithfully came to visit. I said more to the visitor than the patient
did. Only after coming out of the depression could the former patient
say how important the “staying connected” visits were for him.

What can you do for persons who are so isolated by their illness?
Become informed about the illness. Stay connected through brief visits,
cards, calls, e-mail. Pray for yourself and the one who is sick. Be a
listener and encourager for the family members.

AAnn IInnvviittiinngg CChhuurrcchh
“I believe with all my heart that if mental illness destroyed the body,

it would be the number one health crisis in America,” says W. Walter
Menninger of the Menninger’s Clinic & Society. One family in four is
directly affected by mental illness. Since mental illness is frequently
tagged with a stigma and kept in the closet —a self perpetuating cycle—
it provides unusual challenges to churches. The chronic nature of many
mental illnesses affords another set of challenges. It is easier to rally
compassion, casseroles and prayer for acute illness, be it mental or
physical.

Recently I accepted a pastor’s invitation to preach on depression.
Afterwards a number of people identified themselves or family members
as former or current sufferers of depression. Later a distinguished man
came to the pastor’s office and informed the pastor that he was in
treatment, was making progress and would be willing to talk with others
about his depression and treatment.

How can the church be open and welcoming to people with mental
illness or emotional disorders? Listen to them. Validate their feelings and
do not try to cheer them up. Occasionally say you do notknow how they
feel. Never say you doknow how they feel. Refrain from offering advice
or admonitions. Telling a depressed person to be more positive or active
or prayerful is comparable to telling a person with a broken neck to keep
his chin up or a person with a broken back to stand tall. 

If in the presence of persons with mental illness you feel helpless,
good. You arehelpless to make them feel better. You may help them get
better if you will just be with them. Medicine and talk therapy will
probably help them get better andfeel better.
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