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The numbers are impressive. One in four Americans suffer from some type of mental illness in 

any given year. And mental illness is not just an adult issue. 50% of chronic mental illnesses 

are in place by the age of 14 years old and 75% are in place by 24 years old. It is very likely 

that you or someone sitting near you has experienced a psychiatric disorder in their lifetime so 

far. I am one of the 25% here who has a mental illness. You may be also. It helps to know we 

are not alone. 

Sundays can be a difficult day for people who have mental illness or family members who are 

mentally ill. Churches have not always been the most welcoming places for people who act 

differently because of what they are dealing with psychologically. People who are mentally ill 

can disrupt the “pious image” that churches sometimes want to portray. Sometimes they are 

sad or loud or disruptive. Sometimes they say strange things or behave in unusual ways. 

Lifeway Research recently conducted a study on faith and mental illness to help churches 

better assist those affected with psychiatric disorders. The study found that both pastors and 

churches have good intentions and want to help the mentally ill. However, few churches 

actually had plans in place to assist families affected by mental illness. Few churches were 

staffed with a counselor skilled in mental illness. There was noted to be a lack in training for 

church leaders on how to recognize mental illness and respond appropriately, and there was a 

big need for churches to educate their staff and members about local mental health resources. 

Despite our best intentions, the fact remains that people with mental illness and their families 

deal with a large amount of shame and stigma. It can be lonely and isolating, and this limits 

people from seeking appropriate treatment and getting the support they need. 

The question in my mind has always been, why don’t we think of mental illnesses (such 

depression, anxiety, bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, obsessive compulsive disorder, post-

traumatic stress disorder, autism spectrum disorder, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder) in 



the same way we think of other medical disorders like diabetes or a broken arm? There is a 

“pick yourself up by your bootstraps” mentality in Christian communities that mental illness is 

something that can be overcome by faith, prayer, and devotion to the Lord. There can be 

shame and hesitation around asking for help, and some people do not even realize help is 

available to them. They falsely believe they should be able to fix the problem themselves. In 

truth, mental illness is a disorder of the brain and requires the same care and medical 

interventions that any physical illness would. 

So how do we help a church member who feels like it is an admission of failure of their faith or 

their relationship with God to ask for help with their mental illness? They will likely start with the 

church and their faith community for guidance. Individuals with psychological distress are more 

likely to go to a member of the faith community before they seek the help of a mental health 

provider or a physician. Unfortunately, as many as 25% percent of Christians who approach 

their faith community are told that they should not be medically evaluated or take psychiatric 

medications, even though many psychiatric disorders can be successfully treated. It is so 

critical for the church to understand that treatment for mental health issues is no different than 

any physical remedies that we are more than willing to use for other physical disorders, like 

Motrin for a fever or medicine for high blood pressure. Ultimately, we as a faith community 

have to take a step back and realize that when healing occurs in any disorder, God causes the 

healing. Whether we are treated with medications or therapies, all of these things are a healing 

gift from God and are here to be used for our health and well-being. 

God has made us spiritual, physical, and relational beings. The church can and should help 

people with more than just spiritual issues. Please hear me - mental illness is a physical issue, 

not a spiritual failing. You are not depressed or anxious because you are not a strong enough 

Christian. We are beautifully complex beings who experience all types of disorders of our 

earthly bodies. It is because of our humanity that we all at one time or another will suffer from 

some illness or disorder of the mind and body. Our bodies and our minds are not perfect, and 

sometimes we need extra help to function and live fully. That is more than okay. It is 

necessary. 

I believe that the church can be involved in all issues of our life, including our mental and 

physical well-being. People with mental illness need pastoral care and spiritual guidance. 

Some need medication or therapy. All need support from family and friends, counselors, and 

creative outlets. We all want to belong and be understood. Care for mental illness includes so 



much more than just medication. Care for mental illness includes so much more than just 

prayer. It is time that we step up as the body of Christ and make a clear statement to each 

other and to our community that we are dedicated to helping people get the care they need. 

This church is a great place to start. Know that I am here, along with all the church staff, to 

help you or your loved ones get the help they need for psychiatric illness. There is no shame, 

only love here. And help is only a phone call or email away. 
 


