[image: image1.jpg]




Called to care

1 John 4:7-12

We live in a time in which there is a recognition that many in our community suffer from mental illness. Recent Wesley Mission research indicates that perhaps up to 25% of the Australian community suffers a mental illness. Further, the research indicates that 2/3rds of Australians have indirect experience of mental illness and that overall 75% of the community is impacted by mental health issues in one way or another. That’s roughly 7 in 10 Australians affected by mental illness.

Mental illness is an area of public health that for much of our history has been ignored or put into the ‘too hard’ basket. Families in which there was mental illness would often ‘hide’ their mentally ill members from society. It is pleasing that we have progressed somewhat from such times. This progression has been aided in recent years by significant public figures who have made public statements about their battles with depression or anxiety.

A pastoral paper concluded ‘that understanding and compassion create an atmosphere in which the healing power of God can most effectively work.’1  Christian caring grows out of our understanding of God and our experience of receiving love and care in our own lives.  God calls us to wholeness which comes even through experiences of hurt and pain, as we realise how deeply we depend upon one another for loving support and are called to reach out to those in need.

‘Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God.’  
1 John 4:7
When we talk about God’s love, we must not think it is a mere quality he possesses; for what we mean by God is love is that this is the essence of his being.  We can only begin to comprehend this, but we remind ourselves that God, who reveals himself in scripture, is a God of love.

Six times in this letter the writer employs the words ‘Dear friends’.  This communicates pastoral and heartfelt concern for the recipients.  The sentiment applies in three specific contexts:

It is a word for those who suffer

It is hard to feel positive when you are suffering.  The Bible recognises how real and severe suffering can be.  Taking the example of depression, the Book of Psalms contains much worship and praise, but also touches difficult places, which do not deny God’s existence but help us to call ‘out of the depths’.  (Psalms 6, 22, 69, 88 and 130)

The Christian Community has at times struggled to know how to respond to the suffering caused by mental illness. If we are to be part of the solution and not part of the problem we need to be sure that we have the knowledge and attitudes that will enable appropriate and compassionate response. Christian Communities need to be places where people with mental illness feel safe.

There remain some expressions of Christianity which border on harshness when dealing with mental illness – or anything that does not stack up in terms of a positive and dynamic lifestyle.  Authentic faith will never do this, for at the heart of Easter faith is a message of both cross and resurrection.

C S Lewis once wrote in a correspondence, ‘God who foresaw your tribulation, has specially armed you to go through it, not without pain but without stain.’ 2

A word for those who care

In this epistle, a close relationship is drawn between loving God and living out the life of love.  As one writer put it, ‘A true apprehension of the personhood of God should lead us to change how we live and behave.’ 3

The model for this love that John speaks of in the epistle is of course Jesus. Whenever we seek to minister the love and grace of God to others Jesus Christ is the one we are to follow. Although Jesus ministered in a time when there was little understanding of mental illness we see in the way that he ministered to those who were stigmatized by others that he was uninterested in the boundaries of ‘fear’ that often form around misunderstanding.

The way that Jesus ministered to the demon possessed is instructive. Given that in the world of Jesus there was little knowledge of brain function it is highly likely that those who today would be recognized as mentally ill were seen as demon possessed. This is not to enter into the debate as to whether demon possession is a real phenomenon but to simply say that in the ancient world there would have been many cases of mental illness that were viewed as being manifestations of the demonic. These people who were deemed as possessed were often forced to live on the margins. 

One such example of this was the demon possessed man set free by Jesus in the region of the Gerasenes (Luke 8:26-39). This man lived in the tombs away from civilization. This man had been feared and had been ‘chained hand and foot and kept under guard’ (Luke 8:29). But Jesus cast out the demons (legion) and the man was set free. When people came to see what had happened they found this man ‘in his right mind’ (Luke 8:35).  We see Jesus crossing the barriers of social stigma to touch the lives of those on the margins. Even the fact that Jesus chose to minister in the region of the Gerasenes is telling, as it was Gentile territory and no Jewish rabbi would normally have considered ministering to anyone on that side of the lake. Time and again Jesus reached out to those whom his society deemed as being on the other side of acceptable.

The model of Jesus calls us to love those who are often left on the sidelines of life. We live in a time when we are fortunate to know more about the intricacies of mental illness than ever before. But sometimes this knowledge can be isolating and alienating. Clinical understandings of mental illness are important but they do at times run the risk of focusing on the ‘cluster of symptoms’ that gives a particular diagnosis. The unique, once in history personal story underneath that diagnosis can be lost and the person suffering can feel like a ‘project’ to be handled rather than a person. 

The Christian Church has a rich tradition of pastoral care which walks alongside the person suffering, which has eyes to see the person and not just the problem, and ears to hear the story behind the suffering. It is important that the Christian Community harness the best of this healing and caring tradition and work alongside the mental health professionals of society. 

There are many different kinds of people who care for the mentally ill. I have in mind family and friends as well as staff and volunteers of caring organisations such as Wesley Mission… all who journey alongside those who suffer.  There seems no escape from feelings of helplessness, but care takes on many forms and is exercised with sensitivity and understanding.

Jesus knew he needed time alone.  If we are to help others, we need to be aware of the limitations of our abilities and gain strength. (Mark 6:31-32)  Those who care need to open ears, eyes, hands, lips, minds and hearts to God’s compassionate love.

Jean Vanier is the Canadian philosopher and founder of L’Arche, an international organisation which has created communities across the world to help people with developmental difficulties and those who assist them in sharing life together.  He wrote:-

We can all walk together in hope;
celebrating that we are loved in our brokenness,
helping each other,
growing in trust … we believe that Jesus has called us together.
It is where we belong
and are called to grow and serve. 4
A word for the Christian community

Some fail to show love to others and such an approach has been described as: ‘undesirable, indeed intolerable, amongst believers.’ 5

The Johannine Epistles invite us on a journey of discovery.  They bring together our relationship with God and the practical ways in which we care for people, resisting any thought that these two should be separated.

There is no area of our work where it is clearer that we shall need to hold these two together than when we offer care to those who suffer from mental illness.  Even a cursory glance at our Bible shows there is a wealth of material concerning people of faith suffering an overload in their lives.  We see Elijah abandoning himself to the point where he wished he was dead (1 Kings 19); we hear Job protesting at the unfairness of what happened to him (Job 3, 29, 30 and 31); and it is worth considering Jesus in the grief and anguish of the Garden of Gethsemane (Mark 14:32 f.) and in the cry of dereliction from the cross (Mark 15:34).

We want to speak about the hope of Christ and the promise that ‘God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.  There will be no more death or mourning, or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.’ (Revelation 21:4)  But we must also demonstrate in our caring programs that those who suffer in the realm of mental health are not only welcome but have something unique to contribute.  Many of us must be involved in the public conversation to ensure that stigmas in relation to mental health are addressed at all levels of our society.  God’s gift is one of positive acceptance and peace.

Rev Dr Keith V Garner
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