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The Reality of Mental Illness



The Reality of Mental Illness





Starting with Medical Diagnoses . . .




 In Guiding Helpful Treatments

Starting with Medical Diagnoses is 
Fruitful. . .



 . . . In Suggesting How Not to Respond

Starting with Medical Diagnoses Is 
Fruitful. . .

Telephone survey of 1001 Americans, Sept 6-10, 2013





Starting with Medical Diagnoses is 
Fruitful . . .

 . . . In Guiding Christian Commitment to 
Advocacy, Destigmatization, Inclusion




 . . . When Diagnoses Are 

Inadequate or Misleading

 . . . When all “Mental 
Illness” is Treated Alike

 . . . When Illness Becomes 
Identity

Starting with Medical Diagnoses Is 
Fruitful But Also Problematic . . .



diagnosis (n.)

1680s, medical Latin application of 
Greek diagnosis "a discerning, 
distinguishing," from stem 
of diagignoskein "discern, 
distinguish," literally "to know 
thoroughly," from dia- "apart" 
(see dia-) + gignoskein "to learn" 
(see gnostic).

http://dictionary.reference.com/search?q=diagnosis
http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=diagnosis&allowed_in_frame=0
http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=dia-&allowed_in_frame=0
http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=gnostic&allowed_in_frame=0


Nine Resources for 
Christian Discernment

(Diagnosis) of Mental Health 
and Mental Illness




 Once upon a time . . . 

 And every day . . . 

 Until one day . . . 

 And because of this . . . 

 And because of this . . . 

 Until finally . . . 

 And ever since that day . . . 

1.  Stories Matter

. . . with credit to Margery Williams and Ray Barfield, MD, PhD



2.  We are deeply and fully 
loved by God.



2.  We are deeply and fully 
loved by God.

God saw everything that he had made, and indeed, it was 
very good.

--Genesis 1:31

What is the “nature” of love?  . . . My tentative answer to this 
question runs as follows:  In every conceivable case love 
signifies much the same as approval.  This is first of all to be 
taken in the literal sense of the word’s root:  loving someone 
or something means finding him or it probus, the Latin word 
for “good.”  It is a way of turning to him or it and saying, “It’s 
good that you exist; it’s good that you are in this world!”

--Josef Pieper, Faith, Hope, Love, 163-164.



3.  We are deeply and fully 
known by God.

“You hem me in, behind and before . . . ” – Ps. 139:5





4.  We are wayfarers.





4.  We are wayfarers.

How long, O Lord?  Will you forget me forever?
How long will you hide your face from me?

How long must I bear pain in my soul,
and have sorrow in my heart all day long?

How long shall my enemy be exalted over me?

But I trusted in your steadfast love;
my heart shall rejoice in your salvation

I will sing to the Lord
because he has dealt bountifully with me.

--Psalm 13:1-2, 5-6 (NRSV)



What is needed, right now, for the journey?





5.  We are integrated, whole-
person creatures.

Soul/Mind (Mental, Spiritual, 
Cognitive)

Body (space, extension, physical, 
emotional)

Rene Descartes 





5.  We are integrated, whole-person 
creatures.

Telephone survey of 1001 Americans, Sept 6-10, 2013





5.  We are integrated, whole-
person creatures.

Soul/Mind (Mental, Spiritual, 
Cognitive)

Body (space, extension, physical, 
emotional)

Rene Descartes (1596-1650) 





5.  We are integrated, whole-person 
creatures.

https://openi.nlm.nih.gov/detailedresult.php?img=PMC2938284_ndt-6-343f1&req=4




 Humans Are Bodies (Ensouled Bodies, Embodied 

Souls) on a Journey to God

5.  We are integrated, whole-
person creatures.

Living Body

God
desire

Redemption, election, 
graced participation





6.  ‘Christ . . . Is Our Life’

“You died, and your life is now 
hidden with Christ in God. 

--Colossians 3:3-4

They went out to restrain him, 
for people were saying, “He has 
gone out of his mind.”

--Mark 3:21

“No one who believes in him 
shall be put to shame . . .” 

--Romans 10:11





7.  Brokenness is Communal 
(and Not Just Individual)





8.  Healing is Communal
(and Not Just Individual)





8.  Healing is Communal
(and Not Just Individual)

http://www.heraldnet.com/article/20140824/NEWS
01/140829557





9.  ‘They Recognized Him in the 
Breaking of the Bread’





Discerning the Body (1 Cor 11:29)





Discerning the Body (1 Cor 11:29)





Two Ways of Seeing 
Mental Health Problems





Seeing the Individual (Alone)





Seeing Diagnoses

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/katherine-sharpe/antidepressant-advertising_b_1586830.html







Two ways of seeing

Mental health problems are 
identity-defining 
problems, limited to the 
individual, caused by 
dysfunction in the body (or 
the mind).





Two ways of seeing

Mental health problems are 
identity-defining 
problems, limited to the 
individual, caused by 
dysfunction in the body (or 
the mind).

Mental health problems are 
challenges faced by 
wayfarers—embodied, 
relational, loved creatures 
of earth who are on a 
journey to God.  



What is needed, right now, for the journey?
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