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What is Mental Illness:  

• A malfunction or disorder of the brain (the brain is an organ of the mind) 
• Health/medical conditions involving changes in emotion, thinking, or behavior (or a 

combination of these) 
• Associated with distress and/or problems functioning in social, work, or family activities 

(American Psychological Association)  
• As with other diseases, mental illness is severe in some cases and mild in others 

 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Causes of Mental Illnesses:  

• The exact causes of most mental illnesses are not known 
• May be caused by a reaction to environmental stresses, genetic factors, biochemical 

imbalances, or a combination of these 
§ Life experiences, such as trauma or history of abuse 
§ Family history of mental health problems 
§ Biological factors, such as genes, physical illness, injury or brain chemistry 
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• Many individuals learn to cope or recover from a mental illness or emotional disorder 
with proper care and treatment  

 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
Mental Illness Does Not Discriminate: 

• Approximately 1 in 5 adults and 1 in 5 children experience mental illness in a given year 
(NIMH) 

• Can affect anyone regardless of age, gender, geography, income, social status, 
religion/spirituality, sexual orientation, background or other aspect of cultural identity 

• There’s no face to mental illness – it looks like me, you, a family member, your neighbor, 
your co-worker, etc., 

• Can affect believers and unbelievers (not a question of faith, but it does have spiritual 
effects - faith tested – asking God Why???) 

• Can occur at any age, however half of mental health conditions begin at age 14 and three-
fourths of all mental illness develop by age 24 

 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Common Types of Mental Illnesses: (There are more than 200 classified forms of mental 
illness) 

• Major Depressive Disorder   
• Generalized Anxiety Disorder 
• Social Anxiety Disorder 
• Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) 
• Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) 
• Bipolar Disorder 
• Schizophrenia (regarded as the most debilitating type of mental illness) 
• Schizoaffective Disorder  
• Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD) 

 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Some Common Symptoms of Mental Illnesses: 
• Changes in mood, personality, personal habits and/or social withdrawal 
• Confused thinking 
• Prolonged depression (sadness or irritability) 
• Feelings of extreme highs and lows 
• Excessive fears, worries and anxieties 
• Dramatic changes in eating or sleeping habits 
• Strong feelings of anger 
• Strange thoughts/unshakeable belief in something untrue (delusions) 
• Seeing or hearing things that aren’t there (hallucinations) 
• Growing inability to cope with daily problems and activities 
• Suicidal thoughts 
• Numerous unexplained physical ailments 
• Substance use 

 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Common Reasons Why Those Struggling with a Mental Illness Don’t Seek Help: 

• Stigma = stereotyping           prejudice          discrimination  
§ Promotes shame, fear, and silence 
§ Can worsen a person’s illness and lead to further isolation 
§ Makes people feel alienated and “less than” 

• Common Stigma about people who are mentally ill (How often have we heard comments 
like these or seen these types of portrayals in movies, television shows, or books?) 

§ Individuals who have a mental illness are dangerous and should be 
institutionalized forever 

§ Individuals who have a mental illness should “just get over it” or “snap out of it” 
§ Individuals who have a mental illness are irresponsible and can’t make life 

decision for themselves 
• Sometimes people don’t know where to go for help 
• Inability to pay for treatment due to financial hardship or lack of health insurance 
• Lack of insight into the real problem or anosognosia- means to “not know a disease” 
• Feelings of shame or guilt  
• Judged or viewed as a weakness in their faith 
• Culture – “don’t air your dirty laundry” 

 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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What Can the Church Do? 
• Create and promote an environment where all people feel welcome 
• Create a safe environment where those struggling may be more willing to disclose their 

struggles (It’s OK not to be OK) – the church is often the first place people go for help  
• Don’t assume that spiritual solutions alone will be the only way that God chooses to heal 
• Offer support physically, mentally, and spiritually 

§ Connect – be present and listen – actually see the person vs the disorder  
§ Know when to refer – help them access appropriate mental health care services 
§ Pray for and with the person – be present with them before the Lord 

• Talk about mental illness from the pulpit 
§ Acknowledge the reality of mental illness  
§ Ignoring it hampers the ability to have healthy communication about it 

• Inquire about needs of individual as well as family members 
§ Families often suffer in silence – it’s an extremely painful experience to watch a 

loved one suffer with a debilitating mental disorder – feelings of helplessness 
§ Ministering to those struggling with mental illness and the family 

members/caregivers of those struggling requires a tremendous amount of grace 
• Help to break the stigma associated with mental illness  

§ Encourage congregation to treat people with mental illness the same way they 
treat people with other illnesses (diabetes, heart disease, cancer) 

§ Speak up when others use language or misinformation that perpetuates stigma 
• Change the language  

§ Eliminate words like “nuts, crazy, cray-cray, psycho, wacko, etc.,” to define 
mental illness 

§ Don’t define someone by their illness or condition: It’s more appropriate to say 
Mary “has” Bipolar Disorder vs Mary “is” Bipolar  

• Know your limits.  Compassion, understanding and knowledge go a long way, but safety 
is always essential – separate legitimate fear from irrational fear 

• Establish a mental health ministry that provides education and support 
§ Only 5% of congregations have a mental health ministry (NAMI Faithnet) 
§ Partner with churches who have already established a mental health ministry 
§ Partner with the mental health community to work to improve mental health care 

 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Resources 
 
 
National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI)  
NAMI is the nation’s largest grassroots mental health organization dedicated to building better 
lives for the millions of Americans affected by mental illness. https://www.nami.org/ 
 
NAMI FaithNet 
An interfaith resource network of NAMI members, friends, clergy and congregations of all faith 
traditions who wish to encourage faith communities who are welcoming and supportive of 
families living with mental illness.  https://www.nami.org/namifaithnet 
 
National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) 
Lead federal agency for research on mental disorders. https://www.nimh.nih.gov/ 
 
Bexar County Resource Directory, “Bexar County Department of Behavioral and Mental Health” 
www.bexar.org/mhd 
 
Suicide Hotline: 1-800-273-8255 
 
San Antonio Police Department Crisis Intervention Team (CIT) programs are local initiatives 
designed to improve the way law enforcement and the community respond to people 
experiencing mental health crises. 
 
Directory of Mental Health Counselors, Psychologists, and Psychiatrists  
www.psychologytoday.com 
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