Sermon for Sunday 28th February: Biblical perspectives – mental health. 

1 Kings 19:1-9a 

Today we are continuing our series of sermons addressing topics suggested by members of the congregation, this morning we are considering aspects of mental health reflected in the Bible, particularly with a bias towards care for those with dementia.

When thinking about mental health in the Bible, I have found the passage from 1 Kings 19 to be a very real comfort. We have a picture of a hero, Elijah, fresh from victory in the spiritual battle fought with the prophets of Baal. He took them on single-handed, calling fire from heaven against all the odds in order to let them know how great the God of Israel is. All the prophets of Baal then perished at God’s and his hand. If this had been a film, it would likely end at this point – Elijah being vindicated, the nasty prophets vanquished – hoorah for the Man of God!

However, of course, the wonder of the Word of God is that it doesn’t end there; we have the gift of seeing a bigger picture. And so, we read the aftermath for Elijah, and the emotional depths to which he now sinks. His life is threatened, via a rather chilling promise of retribution from Jezebel, and so he flees into the desert where he collapses, exhausted and over-wrought. He has descended from the heights of victory to the depths of despair, and some have said, to the very pits of depression. Such is his profound desolation that he asks God to take his life. 

Now, as many of you know, I have experienced depression in the past, and was extremely glad that no-one ever told me to my face to ‘get over it’, but there were certainly some friends who had absolutely no idea what depression was, they had no frame of reference at all, and there were some who were quite afraid to even discuss the issue of mental illness. This lack of understanding can lead to an increasingly isolating experience for those who suffer from mental illness, and for their carers. 

And so, the fact that Scripture allows for such an honest account of hopelessness and despair in characters such as Job, the writer of Ecclesiastes and here, Elijah has always been very helpful to me. I also think that they can offer some useful pointers towards how we can approach the issue of mental health. However, here I need to acknowledge that this is a huge subject, and our encounters with mental health problems may take many different forms. A friend with schizophrenia, a mother with dementia, a neighbour struggling with suicidal thoughts, a child with an eating disorder… the list is sadly all-too long. So, here I am mainly going to consider dementia, as that was the focus of the original sermon question.

When I last visited my sending church, I bumped into a lovely Christian couple who have been a wonderful support to me. When I asked how they were, the lady answered by handing me this leaflet, which she has given me permission to use. 

She writes: 

“I have been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s Dementia, which probably started in my late 50’s. I have been able to hide it for some time, but now I often struggle to find the right word and often I do not know who people are and get lost easily. 

Eventually I will feel as if I am alone in a foreign country where I do not know the language and cannot communicate and where others will tend to ignore or avoid me because they cannot understand me either...”

She goes on to offer some simple suggestions as to how to help her best at this stage in her journey.  

She has written this leaflet for friends and a more detailed one for close family, in order to help them all through this difficult transition, and she has also made it widely available in her church as this is where she is often to be found, and crucially where she often gets lost. I visited them this week, and found her in ebullient health, absolutely determined that she should have strategies in place in order to enable her to continue to live and interact with others as fully as possible, for as long as possible. She and her husband have read widely, and have recommended some books on Alzheimer’s, if anyone is interested. I was, however, most struck by her conviction that God is using her as powerfully, if not more powerfully than before, particularly in her prayer life and her conviction to live day by day in God’s strength even though she grows increasingly frail. She is also certain that He will continue to sustain and interact with her, to engage with her through her spiritual being even when she may struggle to function in other aspects of her life. 

In the story of Elijah, we see that God meets with him initially through the care of a ministering angel. He is unable to care for himself, or even articulate his needs, other than his wish to die, which God allows him to express in his distress and pain before gently providing him with food, drink, and rest. God appreciates that he is overwhelmed – that the journey is too much for him. He cares for Elijah’s most basic needs, before meeting with him intimately and privately in a cave on a mountain. Elijah was once a big public figure, someone who was “successful”, worshipping God in a grand arena, but now he is now meeting God unseen by others, that encounter much more mysterious than before, but no less meaningful. 

When reading for this sermon, I found one of the most recent Synod papers on the subject of dementia very helpful.
 With your indulgence, I’d like to read you some of that paper – the author begins by quoting from 1 Corinthians 3 vss16-17:

“Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s spirit dwells in 

 you? ………   For God’s temple is holy and you are that temple.”            

The author says: 

“Dementia colours the very walls of that temple. The framework of a person’s inner life breaks down and fractures. The core personality disperses and eventually disappears leaving a silent emptiness. Yet what remains is a temple (in Christian theology) where the spirit of God dwells… the physical, a living body to be fed and washed and nurtured – and loved.”

This is a timely reminder, for in our world’s eyes, the health of the physical and mental aspects of a person’s being are easier to quantify than the mystery of the spiritual aspect, and so are often used as measures of quality of life. Yet, here we are reminded that intimacy with God for those who know and love Him need not be stifled by poor mental or physical health.  The report goes on… 

“…the context of the Christian faith is the eternal. The resurrection of Jesus points us to eternity and the full glory of God, so often described as heaven. What happened before we were born and during our lifetime is not the full story. In Christian theology and thought, the journey of life moves beyond death into the numinous, the otherness of God. Just as God is with us now, so He awaits us in His transcendence where through His grace we are able to complete the process of becoming divine and sharing in the glory of God. Here is real transformation as we are changed ‘from glory to glory’ – as it says in one Christian hymn. All that assailed us in our human experience is left behind. Here there is no place for mental illness, for dementia, for learning disabilities, and a whole range of other conditions. Here there is wholeness, mystery, glory, wrapped for eternity in the divine embrace of the God of love.”

My friend’s leaflet contains the following statement that reflects this conviction:

She says: “It can be a positive journey. It appears that the spiritual being remains true to the end and does not degenerate in the same way as the brain. 

So I can still show love and care. I will still be able to pray and be sure of the future. 

In Heaven there will be no tears or sorrow for you or me.”

We possess so many resources as a Church – we have the privilege of knowing the wonderful power and presence and healing that can be found in each person of the Holy Trinity, as well as the tremendous resource that we have in each other. As a community we have much to share with others. We can share our experience and resources, as my friend has done. But also, knowing the isolation of encountering mental health problems in ourselves, or in those we love, we can hold one another in prayer, accept one another - even those whose experience is far from our own, and we can remind one another of God’s promises for us. That is certainly what kept me holding on in the darkest of times, just as Elijah needed the ministrations of another in order that he too might have strength for his journey. 

Let’s pray together. 

Lord, we ask for your touch this morning. Your touch for ourselves, where we are feeling broken and vulnerable. We also ask for your healing touch to rest upon those who are struggling with areas of mental illness in themselves, or in those they love. Give us oodles of your grace Lord, to sustain us and help us, for it is only in your strength, by the power of Your Spirit, that we will have strength for the journey. And we pray that we will be enabled to have that intimate and mysterious experience of your love and presence in our lives day by day. 

In Jesus’ name, Amen. 

Recommended reading: 
Aging with Grace – David Snowden, 

Contented Demential – Oliver James

Alzheimer’s: Caring for your Loved One, Caring for Yourself – Sharon F. Mooney

http://www.christianmentalhealth.org.uk/ 

Unafraid, I face with joy the morning of each day, 

Whatever looms ahead of me along the unknown way, 

My heart will sing God’s praises as I tread the lonely track.

I expect the best to happen. Nothing can I lack. 

Unafraid, I close my eyes when night’s black wings are spread.

Are not guardian angels there to watch around my bed?

I sink into unconsciousness, for love His own will keep,

And He is ever present when I wake and when I sleep.

Unafraid, I pray I’ll be, when life’s last lamp burns out,

Resting quietly on the promise, free from fear and doubt. 

Unafraid, when through the gloom of death’s dark vale, I roam. 

For what is there to fear, if Christ be near to take me home? 

(Anon.)

� Dr. P. Giddings ‘Dementia: A Christian Perspective (Synod, Jan 2010) found at: 


www.cofe.anglican.org/info/socialpublic/science/dementia/dementia.pdf
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