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Darkness is My Only Companion: Christian and Mental Illness

In the national calendar, May is Mental Health Awareness Month.  In light of this, I was asked 
to talk about Christian faith and mental health.  I am glad that someone had the courage to 
recommend this as a sermon topic since mental health and wellbeing are important and 
increasingly challenging facets of human life in the 21st century. 

Here are some statistics:
• Nearly 1 and 5 American adults experience some form of mental illness like depression or 

anxiety.
• About 4% of the American population has a serious mental illness such as major depression, 

schizophrenia, and bipolar disorder.

One of the goals of this sermon is to begin understanding how mental health and mental illness 
can be thought about in light of our faith in the Triune God - Father, Son, and Holy Spirit - who 
creates us in his image, redeems us by the Son’s sacrificial death, and sustains us through the 
presence of the Spirit.  To do this I am going be preaching from Romans 5:1-5.  It is one of the 
more profound passages in the New Testament.  It is about this God who reaches out in Jesus 
Christ’s life, sacrificial death, and resurrection and pulls humanity up from its pits of death.  In 
this passage the apostle Paul says we are ‘justified by faith, we have peace with God through 
Christ, and we have access to grace."  One of the ways to think about this means is that all of 
our striving, all of our efforts to make ourselves worthy and acceptable - in the end, are not 
going to matter much.  God has already done that in Christ’s death on the cross.  What makes it 
good news is that God pronounces our justification - our being made right in the eyes of God - 
not because of ourselves but in spite of ourselves simply because God loves us.

To begin thinking about Christian faith and mental health and mental illness, it is helpful to get 
an understanding of both.  The American Psychiatric Association defines mental health as the 
‘effective functioning in daily activities resulting in productive activities like work, school, and 
caregiving, healthy relationships, and the ability to change and cope with adversity.”  I think if 
we surveyed most people, this is what they would want out of their life.  Even if we are our 
own worst enemies at times, people generally want to be happy and have loving relationships, 
meaningful and productive work, we want to be able to bounce back from life’s hardships, and 
experience personal enjoyment.  This impulse for the good life is rooted deep in the human soul 
and it is given testimony to by the Psalms.  The Psalmist in Pslam 42 prays, “As a deer longs for 
flowing streams, so my soul longs for you, O God.  My soul longs for God, for the living God.  
When should I come and behold the face of God?”  These images of flowing streams and 
standing before the face of God - these are images used in Scripture to describe life in its fullest.  

Both the Jewish and Christian traditions recognize that there are core fundamental truths 
about human life: first, that we are created in the image of God and that we reflect God’s being.   
One of the more hopeful things in the opening creation accounts in Genesis is that God 
pronounces everything he makes as ‘good’.  The trees and soil are good.  Gravity is good.  You 
are good. Second, because we are creatures formed and given life by the good Creator, we have 
this ‘God-shaped hole’ in our hearts.  This means we can’t fully know ourselves or the world 



around us without the divine.  There is a core human impulse to worship and reach out to the 
Creator even if that impulse is twisted to worship created things like money or power.  What 
remains is this fundamental desire to reach beyond ourselves and worship and one of the most 
important things we Christians can do is to be clear whom we are worshipping: the Triune God 
and not ourselves.  The third thing we can say is that even though the creation is good, we 
know that it is not perfect.  The story of Adam and Eve giving into the serpent’s temptation to 
eat the fruit is about far more than eating the wrong kind of apple.  The story is known as the 
Fall of Man.  It is about disobedience, arrogance, and fear.  It is also a prelude for life outside of 
the garden where suffering, ambiguity, and sometimes outright chaos are prevalent. 

I have learned as a person, pastor, and Army chaplain that suffering comes in many forms.  
Someone can suffer in the body from injury or failing health.  Someone can suffer in the soul by 
feeling a profound sense of grief and loss or feeling lost, guilty, and estranged from God.  And 
someone can also suffer in the mind.  The American Psychiatric Association defines mental 
illness as, “health conditions involving changes in emotion, thinking or behavior (or a 
combination of these).   Mental illnesses are associated with distress and/or problems 
functioning in social, work or family activities.”  Two key points: mental health conditions 
involve a change in some way that effects a person or loved one.  The other key point is that 
mental illness is a health condition.  This one of the first things we can say as a Christian 
response to mental illness.  Like heart disease or diabetes, mental illnesses are not conditions to 
be ashamed of or something that makes anyone lesser, but they are health conditions to treat.  

What we Christians do not want to imply is that mental illness is a result of a person’s 
sinfulness.  This is where our language has to be careful.  While we acknowledge that we live in 
a broken world and sin is a reality in everyone’s life we also know sin is a condition of the soul 
and mental illness is a health condition of the mind. 

One of the most helpful books that I have read about mental illness and Christian faith is called 
“Darkness is My Only Companion: A Christian Response to Mental Illness.”  It is written by 
Kathryn Green McCreight.  Dr. McCreight is an Episcopal Priest, theologian at Yale University, 
and she suffers from and is treated for major depression and bi-polar personality disorder.  Her 
doctors believe this has been with her since she was twelve years old.   She can remember 
stories and some of her thoughts and behaviors from childhood that sound like major 
depression, though at the time neither she or her parents knew what was wrong.  But the full 
weight of her depression fell after the birth of her second child.  Following her daughter’s birth 
she was hospitalized a total of five times for her depression and bi-polar personality and has 
undergone significant therapy and counseling.   

Dr. McCreight describes her experience with depression like this:
I am not necessarily sad when I am depressed.  I am not necessarily ‘down’.  Sometimes I 
just have a gnawing, overwhelming sense of grief, with no identifiable cause.  I grieve as 
though my loved ones were dead.  I imagine their funerals.  I feel completely alone and 
isolated.  I feel as if I am walking barefoot on broken glass.  When one steps on broken 
glass, the weight of one’s body grinds the glass shards in further with every moment.  
The weight of my very existing grinds the shards of grief deeper into my soul.  When I 
am depressed, every thought, every breath, every conscious moment hurts.

One of the things that I found helpful about her book is that she doesn’t give easy answers.  
There is this real tension she experiences between her Christian faith and her experience with 



mental illness.  God is not entirely absent from her life and experience with depression.  But at 
the same time, God is also not entirely apparent in it either.  
As someone who has not struggled with severe mental illness but who has loved ones who have 
and who is a pastor, it can be difficult to empathize and try and walk in someone else’s shoes.  
While we all have our own pool of tears, some people’s pools of tears are filled higher and it can 
be hard to sit with someone through that.  And so I think a beginning Christian response to 
mental illness can look something like this:

1. We see people for who they are - human beings created in the image of God, loved by 
Christ, and themselves temples of the Holy Spirit.  There is real power in knowing 
someone’s name and listening to their story and not trying to manipulate them for our own 
benefit.  One of the other important things about seeing people for who they are is that it 
allows us to understand that someone’s mental illness (or any illness for that matter) does 
not define all of who they are.  Dr. McCreight’s thesis in the book, born out of her own 
struggle and experience with mental illness is this: “In God’s eyes we are not defined by how 
we feel, by what we think, even by what we do.  We are what God does with us.  And what 
God does with us is to save us from our best yet perverse efforts to separate ourselves from 
his presence, from his fellowship, communion, and sharing.”

2. We understand that God works in many ways and that worship, medicine, prayer, 
counseling, exercise, and therapy can all be means of God’s grace.  Dr. McCreight has a 
helpful analogy that she uses to explain how she thinks about her treatment for depression. 
She draws the image from the Old Testament book of Ecclesiastes, “a threefold cord is not 
quickly broken.”  She compares her experience and treatment to a three-stranded cord that 
has kept her from falling completely off the edge.  The three cords in her rope are 

1. The religious strand: worship and prayer for her.  She is insistent that faith is not 
“primarily a feeling, but an act.”  For her it has been incredibly helpful to understand 
that while she may not feel anything, she can still present herself to God in prayer 
and worship.

2. The psychological strand: counseling and psychotherapy.  A professional therapist 
can be a guide through the wilderness and I would say as a Christian, even if they are 
not a person of faith, God can still use them to be a vessel of Christ’s love even if 
they would not say such a thing. 

3. The physical strand: medicine, hospitalizations, and exercise.  These things help 
stabilize and begin lifting the fog. 

3. We teach the full breadth of Scripture.  There is a tendency in Christian circles to be overly 
cheery and while it is not wrong to be joyful, we also know that pain and suffering are a 
reality of human life.  Our spiritual ancestors understood this.  There are numerous 
Scriptures that speak about the tragedy of human life.  The Psalms are a particularly helpful 
guide in this respect.  There is a whole genre of Psalms that help us to pray and 
acknowledge the real and tragic pain that comes with human life.  These Psalms are called 
‘lament’ Psalms.  They are prayers to God full of honest truth telling about the pain of 
human life and protest that God would allow such pain.  Psalm 88 is the darkest and most 
honest of these Psalms.  It is a prayer addressed to God that speaks of the Psalmist’s trouble, 
his deep sorrow and pain.  It ends with the Psalmist lamenting to God, “darkness is my only 
companion.”  

4. We invite all into the fellowship of Christ who himself was known as the ‘man of sorrows’ 
and was ‘acquainted with grief’.   One of the most profound things about the Christian 
gospel is the claim that the ‘Word became flesh and lived among us.’  God, in all of his 
majesty and fullness, came to dwell in human flesh - flesh like ours which is so often 



bruised, hurt, and in pain.  This is where the Church can be especially helpful to serve as a 
spiritual friend to those who are suffering and their families.  Long before we started calling 
them support networks,  the apostle Paul encouraged his churches is to ‘bear one another’s 
burdens’.  We may not be able to solve anything, but I have learned that a simple fifteen 
minute visit, a brief phone call, a card in the mail can all go a long way in bearing someone 
else’s burden.

5. We preach the message of Christ’s crucified and risen.  The mystery of the Christian faith is 
Christ died and rose again for us and when we are baptized we die and rise with Christ.  
Jesus didn’t come to teach the teachable, redeem the redeemable, or even make the good 
better.  He came to raise the dead.

Believe the good news: you belong to God the Father through the grace of Christ the Son and 
you live by the power of the Spirit.  This is true whether we feel it or not.  Amen. 


