
Vast numbers of us, as many as one in four, face mental-health challenges every
year. Mental-health services are often available but difficult to find, especially when
society stigmatizes mental-health issues, discouraging their disclosure and
treatment. The large number of sufferers, reluctant to seek and unable to find help,
are precisely why churches can be so effective in promoting mental health.
Churches are places of community, where people gather to care for one another in
their spiritual and other health. Gathering in joyful worship to celebrate our Lord
and share the word of God can be a great tonic. The power of spiritual gatherings
can be even greater in times of mental and emotional challenge and distress. Church
relationships in which one shares challenges and receives encouragement, not just a
listening ear but also a meal or offer of other help, eases mental-health burdens.

Church relationships, though, can do more than
share member encouragement. Mental-health
issues reaching a crisis point warrant professional
intervention. Church relationships are often
long-term and close, enabling members to
recognize changes in a member’s social health,
demeanor, and behavior. Church friends and staff

may be among the first to recognize mental-health warnings such as self-isolation,
mood swings, and inability to care for one’s self or to stay in touch with reality.
Church friends and staff can then direct the sufferer or the sufferer’s family
members to professional care and related support systems. Churches are also natural
networking places, where people readily learn of available resources. Memberships
may include doctors, counselors, social workers, nurses, and public-health officials,
not to mention healthcare administrators, lawyers, and insurance agents. Caring
fellowships, authentic fellowships, naturally refer sufferers to those professionals
for further help.

Churches can even organize specifically to help members and guests with mental
health. Pastors, key volunteers, and staff members can have training and experience
in recognizing and referring for mental-health assessment. For example, Covenant
Life’s care-ministry leader supports shepherding elders who themselves sometimes
have substantial education, training, and experience in the health professions, as
they stay in contact with members for their care. Those skills can be especially



helpful not just in care ministries but also in family ministries, outreach, groups,
and belonging. Covenant Life’s care ministry also lists and shares contact
information for a dozen mental-health counseling services in Ottawa County.
Ottawa County’s 2-1-1 telephone service, a comprehensive information and referral
service, responds to inquiries for no-cost or low-cost mental health services for the
uninsured or indigent. Ottawa County’s Community Mental Health also maintains a
24-hour hotline at (866) 512-4357, while the National Suicide-Prevention hotline is
available at (800) 273-8255. Hospital emergency departments also provide
round-the-clock emergency care.

If you see someone suffering a life-threatening mental-health crisis, or one
involving serious property damage, then call 9-1-1 to alert public officials about the
crisis. If you see someone suffering a serious mental-health issue but who is not in
immediate danger of personal harm or of harming others, then refer them to the
mental-health hotlines and 2-1-1 referral service. If you know someone who may
benefit from mental-health support, then see that they get the church’s information
on local counseling services. The Bible does not depict the human condition
through rose-colored glasses. We suffer greatly, sometimes because of our own sin
but often because of the sins of others or the broken and decayed natural world in
which we live. Physiology, disease, and injury affect mental health, just as can
behaviors and decisions. The Psalms witness to great individual loneliness,
suffering, and despair. Church members and staff wisely look at mental-health
issues in their larger picture of a broken world.

Yet the Bible tells a story of redemption. Jesus encountered, addressed, loved, and
healed the mentally ill. Church members, leaders, and staff follow Jesus’s lead in
speaking openly about mental illness and offering caring support and professional
referral for it. We do not live wearing blinders. We see the world as it is, ready to
bring Christ’s restorative works wherever we see the world’s corruption. And so,
commit yourself to addressing mental health, whether your own, that of family
members, or that of friends, church members, and guests. Care for one another in
mental health as you care for one another in physical health and sickness. Offer
everyone the love and redemption of Jesus Christ, while offering everyone the best
of mental-health resources.


