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I am a person of faith. 

Yet if I am prescribed medicine, I take it. 

I am a fan of science. 

If a scientist tells me something, I believe them. 

My faith is not in conflict with science. 

It is not a lack of faith to take your blood pressure medicine or your anxiety medicine. Your 

medicine cabinet does not define your life. 

 

Now---I realize this is sort of in your face, but I hear and read a lot of well-meaning people and 

how they address loved ones with mental illness. I can't imagine any of these folks' hearts being 

filled with malice, but they plainly don't consider how their words will be heard. 

  

"I've been sad myself." 

When we say that to someone who is depressed, this is what they are thinking, "No. You 

get sad and worried, not depressed or anxious. There's a massive difference between "sad" and 

"depressed," and between "anxious" and "worried." The two terms are not synonymous in 

either scenario, so please stop trying to make me feel better by acting as if you understand. We 
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would never turn to a diabetic and say, "Yea, I like sweets too." Why do we try to minimize the 

real pain of mental illness? 

  

"You have a lot going for you." 

Yes, and that has nothing to do with having a mental illness. Would we say that to someone 

with lung cancer or IBS? 

 

Since we cannot point to melanoma or a broken foot, we assume it must be nothing. So, we 

speak words that say loudly I'm not listing. 

  

But listen to Jesus ----At sunset they brought to Jesus all those with illnesses and laying his 

hands on them he healed them---Luke 4:40 

  

It's only a few words, but there is a lot buried here. 

People brought others to Jesus, those who were ill----the person who could not breathe, the 

one spitting up blood, the one who was restless and anxious, the person who always had 

trouble walking. The biblical writer is satisfied with "ill." Today we might say the one with 

COPD, the one with the tumor, the person with the anxiety disorder, or the person with gout. 

But whatever the illness, they believed God would pay attention. 

  

Notice there is no use of the word sin. They are sick. Not sinful. We need to remember mental 

illness IS an illness – not a character flaw. The only thing "wrong" with a deeply troubled person 

is that she is SICK. And it is not a SIN to be SICK! It is not a sin to be mentally ill. 

Jesus puts his hands on them. Most likely, this is a way of saying Jesus saw and touched them. 

They were not invisible. They were not disposable. I find it hard to believe this resembles the 

method of the modern-day faith healers----where all attention is on the healer, not the sick. 

This touch was a loving touch, a touch with the eyes as much as the hands. I see you; I know 

people think you're broken because you are sick, but I think you are fearfully and wonderfully 

made. 
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Then it says they were healed. I believe you, and I can touch and see. We can let people know 

they matter and have not been forgotten. However, we do not heal. That is not to say people 

are not healed, it's just to make it clear that all healing is beyond our hands. 

  

Yet I call your attention to something that is missing in this story. God does not punish people 

by making them sick or mentally ill. That's the impression you get from the way others handle a 

number of Biblical passages. Such stories reveal the primitive mind of ancient peoples. The 

biblical writers did not understand the science of mental illness any more than they understood 

geography. After all, they thought the earth was flat. 

  

They had a limited understanding of germs and human physiology. The Bible is not a book 

about science. It is a book about God and humankind's search for God. We may not know more 

about God and the human condition than the ancients, but we DO know about measles and 

chickenpox and leprosy and mental illness.  

  

In the New Testament, Paul is the first to recognize the power of the gospel to comfort and to 

heal the lives and spirits of deeply troubled persons. While I have not always seen it Paul had a 

profoundly pastoral side, and his compassionate faith and pastoral presence is nowhere more 

evident than in his words of encouragement in 2 Corinthians: recognizing that persons of faith – 

like persons everywhere – endure hardships of body, mind, and spirit, Paul writes,  

We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed;  

perplexed, but not driven to despair;  

persecuted, but not forsaken;  

struck down, but not destroyed… 

So we do no lose heart."  

 

Paul knew something about the agonies of depression, disappointment, despair, and illness. 

Paul was not discounting the burden of physical or mental illness with his affirmation that by 

the power of God, we will prevail. Yes, we will suffer, yes, we will be discouraged, yes, we will 
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suffer mental pain and anguish, and yes, some of us will endure lasting and chronic mental 

illness. But no matter what afflicts us, by the grace of God we can and will endure the living of 

these days. So, we do not lose heart. It is out of our Christian faith that the church addresses 

mental illness and offers God's comfort to the mentally ill.  

  

Would it surprise you to discover that depression, anxiety disorders, Alzheimer's, schizophrenia, 

eating disorders, and addictive behaviors are mental illnesses? 

20% of Americans deal with mental illness in a year. When you consider that each person has a 

mother, father, spouse, or children, the number affected by mental illness reaches almost 50%. 

  

The spouse has Alzheimer's (1), the other spouse's life is changed (2) the children's lives are 

adjusted (4), the patience has two brothers (6). So that's not a disease that touches one, it 

touches six. 

 

Someone has an eating disorder (1), the person they are dating is affected (2), the job they hold 

down is effected, and the co-workers (5). The mother of the patience stays worried (6) 

  

To be a safe place, our first job is to work to alleviate the stigma attached to mental illness and 

serve as an advocate for the civil rights of the mentally ill. The church also responds to mental 

illness whenever we, as a congregation, include them in God's work. A person with high blood 

pressure can serve alongside the mentally ill. As the living body of Christ in the world, we can 

offer a safe and nurturing home for all of God's children.  

  

A first-person account from the writer Jay Centifanti bears witness to what we can do as a safe 

sanctuary congregation when he writes, "The beginning of my journey back [from mental 

illness] was when people stopped treating me like I was disabled and incompetent and started 

treating me as though I was welcome at the table…"  
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I often hear, "I don't know what to say to someone who is schizophrenic or has bipolar disorder 

or whatever." It can be hard to know what to say. But you don't really need to say any more 

than "welcome" or "hello, how are you doing?" or "It's great to see you!"  

  

There was this woman, a common woman, who was aging, but she had this most profound, 

even theological discovery. She was keeping a journal, and this is a small portion--- 

 

"Today, I forgot again. Bigger than in the past. Now I'm not forgetting how to get home or my 

name or the house number, but I sense I am forgetting more than I once did. 

  

I'm not sure if I should be worried. I'm 77. This may be normal, or it could not be, but it got me 

to thinking. 

  

One day I will probably forget something important, something I have known all my life. I'm 

staring at a picture of my two daughters and me. They were in their 30's. Today I know who 

they are, but one day I will not. 

  

On the piano, the hymnal is open to "Just as I am." Today, I can play it, not well, my dexterity is 

fading, but I can read the music and move slowly to the correct key. Yet, I've seen it in others, 

so I have no illusions, it will likely happen to me I will forget how to play and how to read, and 

the piano will sit silent." 

  

It occurs to me that maybe the great divide between being mortal and being divine is the ability 

to remember. All mortals forget. Even if it is not Alzheimer's, we all forget events in our past. 

And while I can imagine the day when I cannot recall my daughter’s name I cannot imagine the 

day when God does not remember mine. That's the way the divine operates, it remembers. So 

no matter how I fade, God will know my name and recognize my face. God will always know me 

Just as I am. 
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Allow me to finish with the 46th Psalm 

God is our refuge and strength, 

   a very present help in trouble. 

 Therefore we will not fear, though the earth should change, 

   though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea; 

 though its waters roar and foam, 

   though the mountains tremble with its tumult. 

  

In considering our subject today allow me to revise it like this: 

God is our refuge and strength when I am weak or can't remember 

A very present help when I can't find the strength to change out of my pajamas 

Therefore we will not be afraid, though my mind is racing and my heart is pounding 

When the steady things begin to wobble, and when the things I count on seem unreliable, 

 God is still a help. 

When I get claustrophobic, obsessive, go into a rant while I may not remember to call for God,  

God will not forget who I am. 

 

Each Sunday in February, we end our service by stepping out of the darkness and into God's 

light. On the communion table the Christ candle burns. If you struggle with mental illness, walk 

side-by-side with a family member with mental illness, from depression and anxiety to 

Alzheimer's and addiction come light a candle. By lighting a candle, you are crying out to God, 

admitting that the light of God is needed in the darkness that surrounds you. God does not 

forget, and the darkness is overcome by the light. 

  

  

 

 

 


