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Mental Illness & Medication vs. Spiritual Struggles &
Biblical Counseling
Ed Stetzer

These past few weeks have been very trying. From deaths of people who inspired us to

yet another reminder that we are not completely immune from the horrible acts of others,

grief seems to be everywhere we turn.

Earlier this month, we spent a lot of time talking about mental illness here at the blog, in

light of the sad news from Rick Warren and Saddleback. I spoke about the church's

response to this problem that is bigger than we want to admit, and looked at what others

have to say as well. I did want to discuss more fully one issue that we can have a

tendency to tiptoe around as if we are on eggshells--mental illness and medication.

Michelle Boorstein from the Washington Post called me that week, and she asked some

penetrating questions about why Christians might struggle with this issue more than,

perhaps, mainstream society. In that article she quoted me as saying:

Part of our belief system is that God changes everything, and that because Christ

lives in us, everything in our hearts and minds should be fixed. But that doesn't

mean we don't sometimes need medical help and community help to do those

things.

That's the heart of my issue, but let me address it more fully here.

Mental illness is a tough thing to consider because it can open a debate that many would

rather not have. But given the overwhelming response these past few weeks on my blog

and in other spheres of social media, it bears discussing more fully before we close the

conversation for now.

Among evangelicals, you will find some who are very open to dealing with mental illness

as a physiological reality, but you will also find others who think that there is no other

value to be gained from listening to the world.

One might wonder why we can't just read enough Scripture or pray enough. Why can't

that cure us? Because the reality is that in some cases, there are physical, chemical, or

physiological issues. Yes, prayer can help, and yes, God does still heal in miraculous

ways. But more often than not, more prayer and more faith are not the only remedy for

mental illness. Medicine is still needed.

Most people would agree that in many ways we are an overmedicated society. I don't

deny that. But that is a separate discussion for another day. Just because we need to be

careful in how we prescribe and administer medication does not mean we should be afraid

of medical intervention entirely.
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And yes, mental health is a spiritual issue in some instances, but it can also be a medical

issue. We have to recognize-- and admit-- that the faith community sometimes is unsure

of how to deal with this tension. All truth is God's truth, and there are both spiritual

truths and medical truths that are part of dealing with this issue.

Earlier in life, I became aware of some mental health issues in my own family. When I

became a Christian, the initial reaction I heard regarding these issues was that if people

would trust the Lord enough, then they would be healed. But let's use that same line of

reasoning with a physical medical issue that we all can acknowledge. You don't trust the

Lord through a broken leg alone. One of the ways you trust the Lord is that you go to a

doctor and you get a cast.

When I became a pastor, I was a bit naive. In my recent CNN article, I gave the story of

Jim. I began to realize that Jim and I were praying together, and we were reading the

Scriptures together. And yet, when he was on his medication, he really was healthy and

whole. This was a turning point for me to understand that perhaps the key word in real

mental illness is illness. I had to see that he was sick-- not just struggling spiritually, but

actually physically sick, which was a major distinction.

David Murray explains another helpful distinction:

If there's one thing we can all do, it's to avoid making our own experience the rule

for others. That's the most common mistake I've seen people falling into here (and

I've done it myself as well). Just because medication worked for you, does not

mean it will work for everyone else. Just because biblical counseling alone worked

for you, doesn't mean it's the answer for everyone else. Just because you've never

been depressed, doesn't mean depression does not exist. Cases are so different,

and causes are so complex, that we need to exercise charity, sympathy, and

patience in all our dealings with one another.

David's article (and others I recently linked to) are probably MORE helpful than mine

because I've only see mental illness and the benefits of medication through others in my

family and church. The writers I linked have lived it themselves. The reason I listed

prominent Christian leaders in that particular post was to help break the stigma.

At the end of the day, part of the reason it's difficult to acknowledge these real issues is

that there can be a perception that Christians are not supposed to have these issues.

Part of our belief system is that God changes everything. Sometimes we find ourselves

asking "why hasn't God fixed this?"

But that stigma can be a hindrance instead of a help.

Some will respond to our questioning by saying it is all because of sin. Or a lack of faith.

Or a lack of repentance. Yes, there are consequences for sin. But just because someone

is struggling with anxiety or depression or another form of mental illness does not mean it

is a result of something they've done or not done.

Tim Keller has written a helpful article on the four models of counseling in pastoral

ministry. In it, he writes:

We must beware of giving people the impression that through individual repentance

for sin they should be able to undo their personal problems. Obviously, we should

not go to the other unbiblical extreme of refusing to acknowledge personal

responsibility for sinful behavior as well...While we can't fall into the reductionism of

believing all problems are chemically based and require medication, we also cannot

fall into the reductionism of believing all problems are simply a matter of lacking

spiritual disciplines. Schizophrenia, bipolar depression, and a host of other

psychological problems are rooted in physiological problems that call for medical

treatment, not simple talk therapy.

Keller is spot-on. Both ends of the spectrum are dangerous places to counsel from. It's

not always a result of sin. Yet the answer is not always medication.

We sometimes think that because Christ lives in us, that everything in us-- in our hearts

and our minds-- should be fixed and made perfect in this lifetime. As a Christian, I know

that Christ does change all of those things. But to use the illustration from before, if a leg

is broken, we still need a cast. The whole pulling-yourself-up-by-your-bootstraps-

because-you-broke-your-leg thing just doesn't work. You're still going to fall down, and

your leg will not heal correctly. And if a chemical imbalance is present, external help may
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still be needed. We need to extend that belief that physical illness and mental illness

really can and should be seen as the same when it's genuine mental illness.

There are spiritual struggles. People do go through spiritual darkness, and all people of

faith recognize that. It's not perfectly delineated, but there is a difference between a

spiritual struggle and a physical mental sickness. They do relate-- yet they are also not

the same.

When it comes to spiritual struggles or personal struggles (what some would call "a down

time"), faith-based counseling (what we call biblical counseling) is a wonderful tool. But,

at the same time, faith-based personal and spiritual struggles are not the same thing as

mental illness. And it's exceedingly important for us to identify the difference between

them.

If I'm struggling with grief, with sin, or with any host of issues, having people who can

encourage me or even counselors in the Christian tradition are wonderful. But there is a

difference between that and mental illness, which is a physiological reality.

We wouldn't shame someone for getting a virus. Why do we shame someone for having a

chemical imbalance that leads him or her to a lifelong struggle with depression? Often

there is an expectation-- because we really do believe, as the Apostle Paul writes to the

Philippians that "I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me." But that doesn't

mean that we don't need the support of the community to do those things. It doesn't

mean we don't need medical help to do those things.

I may sound like a broken record, but it bears saying again and again. People are crying

out for help, and we cannot afford to be ignorant or afraid. Christians have to break the

stigma and the shame of mental illness.
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Reading the Bible and praying makes my mental state or illness worse.

Like Reply

Several general observations: 

1) In the creation sense, all of this is rooted in sin. Before sin entered the world none of this existed. This is
helpful to me because it is a constant reminder that we live in a world full of broken people who need a
redeemer and be restored to wholeness ... and those who trust in him will ultimately be restored to perfect
health when Jesus comes back. This gives us hope that none of us will be broken forever. 

2) Being broken also helps me realize that becoming mentally or emotionally broken can happen at
anytime that we are alive ... whether in the womb (genetic), situational (like rape, abuse, postpartum
depression), a psychotic break (like paranoid schizophrenia or bipolar). 

3) Keeping the above in mind helps me walk along side people in emotional and/or mental pain. I don't have
all the answers and neither does science, but what I do know is that ultimately our hearts are the spiritual
battlefield between good and evil ... and having a caring and loving friend in your corner may be the
difference between physical life and death. 
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I think one of the things we need to recognize here is that we know much more about physical illnesses
then mental illnesses. I suspect we do not know enough to understand how to balance illness and personal
responsibility. But if this is so we need to be careful of jumping to conclusions one way or the other. If we
do we can end up cutting people off from the help they need.

Like Reply

Great words here! As a mental health professional myself, almost always I have believed clients to have real
mental illness rather than a "sin problem". Yes, dealing with sin can lead to anxiety and depression. It can
lead to marital conflict and trouble with sleep. It can cause inappropriate expressions of anger. But. Those
problems (or, more specifically, the root causes) are quite different than most of the clients I worked with.
Many people who came to see me for therapy had very painful life experiences that led to real mental health
problems. Think about it: combat, sexual abuse, rape, physical assaultthese traumatizing events have long
lasting effects. Other clients had mental illness that was born from a chemical imbalance (sometimes
hereditary, sometimes not) But, all of these individuals with mental illness needed specialized care to help
them with their problems. Yes, there are actions that those with mental illness can take to help themselves
in the same way there are actions that those with Diabetes can take to help themselves. And, I believe we
must stop separating mental from physical and recognize that illness is illness. Many of my clients were
Christians. And, in relation to the topic of Christians and mental health, I would say that we must recognize
that some individuals need Biblical/Pastoral Counseling and some need Mental Health Counseling. There is
a difference. At the same time, we can ethically and appropriately integrate the Christian faith and tenets of
the faith into the counseling services. Research shows that it can help increase the effectiveness of the
treatment! Thanks for allowing me to share, and thanks for your work in this area!
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MJ, I appreciate your observations. These are the questions that the Church needs to address without just
tossing out vague "let's balance the extremes" statements. 

Like Reply

Show More Comments

http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/2015/may/morning-roundup-51315.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/2015/may/morning-roundup-51315.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/2015/may/christian-sky-is-not-falling-my-piece-for-usatoday.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/2015/may/christian-sky-is-not-falling-my-piece-for-usatoday.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/2015/may/morning-roundup-51415.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/2015/may/morning-roundup-51415.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/2015/may/protecting-children-from-sexual-abuse-my-interview-with-ass.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/2015/may/protecting-children-from-sexual-abuse-my-interview-with-ass.html
http://livefyre.com/
http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/register/?start=register
https://w1.buysub.com/servlet/OrdersGateway?cds_mag_code=TDY&cds_page_id=138744&cds_from_id=stetzercommentsub
http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/2013/april/mental-illness-medication-vs-spiritual-struggles.html


When the Cross and the Crescent
Are in the Same Family
How  an evangelical mom and Muslim daughter
overcame their divide.

David Brooks: We Need to Start
Talking about Sin and
Righteousness Again
The New  York Times columnist asks w hat it
takes to build character in a 'Big Me' culture.

Pew: Evangelicals Stay Strong as
Christianity Crumbles in America
Amid changing US religious landscape,
Christians ‘decline sharply’ as unaff iliated
rise. But born-again believers aren't to blame.

Who's Serving Whom?
I neglected the callings of my people. I pushed
them into church w ork. Now  it w as time to
equip them to be the body of Christ in the
w orld.

When Is My Ministry Done?
God had his ow n clear w ay of telling me.

The Art of Giving Away Members
There’s a church in North Carolina that
regularly sends members aw ay to other
churches—and survives.

IRS Oversight Gets Sued • No
Big Church Signs • Revoking a
Baptism: News Roundup
This w eek's new s headlines that affect
churches.

Faith and Law Are Key Reasons
for Vaccinations
Why ministry is helped w hen church leaders
consider creating vaccination policies

Loans to Church Staff • Fresh
Church Ideas • Don't Overlook
Execution: Management Roundup
Trends, tips, ideas, and stats to help church
leaders manage w ell this w eek.

Pretty Ugly
Why do w e tear dow n w hat God made holy?

The Body-Soul Connection
Draw ing near to God through sight, smell,
taste, and touch

There Is No "Safe" Jesus
The risky call to love like Christ

The Behemoth

Books & Culture

Building Church Leaders

Christian Bible Studies

Christian College Guide

Christian History

Christianity Today magazine

Christianity Today eBooks

Christianity Today Library

Church Law & Tax Report

Church Finance Today

Ignite Your Faith

Leadership Journal

Men of Integrity

PARSE

Preaching Today

Seminary/Grad School Guide

Small Groups

Today's Christian Woman

© 2015 Christianity Today

About Our Ministry | Blog | Donate | Careers | Terms of Use | Privacy Policy | Advertise | Ad Choices

EdStetzer.com | About | Books | LifeWay Research | Speaking | Weekly Webcast

http://ai.christianitytoday.com/cti/adclick/FCID=16733/viewid=33523883/random=2809371238/site=ctmag/area=article/position=bottom_1/size=728x90/category=edstetzer/keyword=/platform=/status=guest/visit_source=
http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/about/weekly-webcast.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/about/speaking.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/about/lifeway-research.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/about/books.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/about/about.html
http://www.edstetzer.com/
http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/
http://www.christianitytodayads.com/
http://www.christianitytoday.org/help/permissionsandprivacy/privacypolicy.html
http://www.christianitytoday.org/help/permissionsandprivacy/termsofuse.html
http://www.christianitytoday.org/careers/
http://www.christianitytoday.org/partner/
http://www.christianitytoday.org/inside-story/
http://www.christianitytoday.org/ministry/mission/
http://www.christianitytoday.org/ourbrands/rss.html
http://www.christianitytoday.org/myaccount/?page=newsletters
http://www.christianitytoday.org/ourbrands/socialmedia_twitter.html
http://www.christianitytoday.org/ourbrands/socialmedia.html
http://www.aboutads.info/consumers/
http://www.christianitytoday.org/
http://www.todayschristianwoman.com/
http://www.smallgroups.com/
http://www.seminarygradschool.com/
http://www.preachingtoday.com/
http://www.christianitytoday.com/parse/
http://www.christianitytoday.com/moi/
http://www.christianitytoday.com/le/
http://www.christianitytoday.com/iyf/
http://www.churchlawandtax.com/
http://www.churchlawandtax.com/
http://www.ctlibrary.com/
http://www.ctebooks.com/
http://www.christianitytoday.com/
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ch/
http://www.christiancollegeguide.net/
http://www.christianbiblestudies.com/
http://www.buildingchurchleaders.com/
http://www.booksandculture.com/
http://www.christianitytoday.com/behemoth
http://todayschristianwoman.com/articles/2015/may-13/there-is-no-safe-jesus.html
http://todayschristianwoman.com/articles/2015/may-13/body-soul-connection.html
http://todayschristianwoman.com/articles/2015/may-13/pretty-ugly.html
http://www.todayschristianwoman.com/
http://www.churchlawandtax.com/blog/2015/may/loans-to-church-staff-fresh-church-ideas-dont-overlook-exec.html
http://www.churchlawandtax.com/blog/2015/may/faith-and-law-are-key-reasons-for-vaccinations.html
http://www.churchlawandtax.com/blog/2015/may/irs-oversight-gets-sued-no-big-church-signs-revoking-baptis.html
http://www.churchlawandtax.com/
http://www.christianitytoday.com/le/2015/may-web-exclusives/art-of-giving-away-members.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/le/2015/spring/when-is-my-ministry-done.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/le/2014/spring/power-to-people.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/le/
http://www.christianitytoday.com/gleanings/2015/may/pew-evangelicals-stay-strong-us-religious-landscape-study.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2015/june/david-brooks-we-need-to-start-talking-about-sin-and-righteo.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/women/2015/may/when-cross-and-crescent-are-in-same-family.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/

