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There is a bluegrass band called Frank Solivan and the Dirty Kitchen Bluegrass Band. Could there be a better band name than that - Dirty Kitchen Bluegrass band? They have a wonderful bluegrass song called “On the Edge of Letting Go.” I would like to have you hear the words for just a minute, because it talks about the challenge of mental illness. Again, Bluegrass musicians, like so many of the spiritual singers, sing out their pain and, in bringing it alive, find reconciliation. I would like to share this with you:

Thought we would walk forever hand in hand forever. [Sounds like it’s a husband or wife singing this song to their partner, who has mental illness.] But now my heart is breaking right in two. Every time we meet it’s a gamble, never know if you’ll be high or low. Decisions must be made for the last time. I’m standing on the edge of letting go.

If you have ever been that person who has struggled with mental illness and you see the person you love, or the individuals you care about, distancing themselves, you know what those words mean. If you have been the loved one who has tried and done everything you can to try to connect with the person you love, and you can’t, you know the frustration and anguish of trying so hard to be faithful, trying to fulfill that love and are on the edge of letting go.

Jesus was a great psychologist and when he said these words in Matthew 18:15-20, it wasn’t just for people that were just having trouble and in a disagreement. It can go much deeper. His words were a way of dealing with people - even to the point of severe mental illness - to figure out how to reach them, how to care and yet how to be responsible. Jesus’ words tried to guide someone to the moment of reconciliation, but along the way there had to be accountability. 
If there is a problem you go to that person first and you talk it out. If they just won’t listen or somehow can’t, then you take it to 2-3 other people, because just maybe if you have a problem - just between the two of you - the other 2 can help with that person; and if they can’t then you take it to the whole church. It sounds harsh to say but if the whole church can’t work it out and you cast the other person out and treat them like a Gentile or tax collector it just means you treat them at a distance. 

But how is that any different than if you have worked with somebody who has gone through mental illness and they won’t take their medication? They won’t listen and go in for therapy. You have done everything, and they are hurting you and destroying everyone around you. There are moments when psychologist says, “They have to deal with it,” harshly. They have to hit bottom, and you have to distance yourself until they are at a point where they can listen and get the help that they need. It’s in that person’s best interest and yours, or they will never hit that moment of reconciliation. Is it fair that that person and the family around them needs to go through that? Absolutely not. But is it reality that so many face, absolutely. 

The challenge is always to remember each and every step along the way that it is not about punishment; it is about reconciliation. It is about making life worth living even amidst the challenges. Now part of the problem in trying to live with - or if you are the person with mental illness - is the fact that everybody is looking for a cure. There is not going to be, more than likely, that moment where you take the right pill and you hear the right words and everything is going to be all perfect again, and you will never suffer. It is about “recovery,” which is a process. It is about living with it and living with it in a healthy way, rather than looking for the miraculous cure. Once a person realizes that it’s easier to take the medication and it’s easier to go back to that therapy, it’s also easier for the rest of us to not treat that person with gossip or slander or with pity. It’s just one more disease among many that is in the process of “recovery” that we can work out. The problem is, so many people with mental illness can’t even admit it to themselves - or to others - because we have treated it like it is some sort of horrible thing that needs to be cast out. In our history we have not treated people with mental illness very well. Unfortunately we have hurt much more than we have helped and to figure out a way.

Jesus was doing it in a very primitive way 2000 years ago by going with one person, going with another, going with the whole church. They didn’t have counseling centers. They didn’t have medications and psychiatrists or where they could get help. If you take Jesus beyond just the literal, Jesus is saying you don’t just cast the person out immediately, you get them whatever they need - you give them yourself, you give them others, whatever it takes. Even if they have to be moved aside, because they haven’t hit bottom and aren’t willing to listen. The door is always open when they are ready to come back, because it is not about punishment, it’s about reconciliation. 

There is this wonderful story by a woman named Dr. Carol North. She is an amazing woman. She has been involved in New York City after 911. She was in Oklahoma City after the bombing. She was in New Orleans after the flood and she was in Nairobi after terrible ethnic cleansing. She has been called in at the 11th hour by the White House just to explain to them how they can care for other people in crisis. She is a mental health disastrous traumatic disorders terrorism responses coordinator. She is there. She is a professor of crisis psychiatry. It didn’t hit me until I read the title of her book, just how amazing Dr. Carol North is. Her book is titled “Welcome Silence: My Triumph over Schizophrenia.” 
Dr. North who has done so many things to help others, is schizophrenic.

Her story began when she was in high school, and she had her first difficulties - the emergence of symptoms. This is not unusual. So many people - at the point of adolescence are affected.  As they move from adolescence to adulthood - that is the moment when it hits. She was able to overcome it, fight through it long enough to be able to go to college. It was in college when she had a severe psychosis and ended up in the hospital. She took anti-psychotic medication that helped with some of the symptoms. But, there were also horrible side effects. 
She was able to complete college. She did so well she actually was accepted to medical school and started. Then she had another acute psychiatric episode. She heard voices telling her to do terrible things to herself. But some others who knew her got her the help that she needed, they were not scared off by that, but got her, cared for her enough to take her where she could get the help she needed. After a few weeks she was able to improve and the voices were silent again. She knew after that even though she was overwhelmed she would not be overcome. 

She pulled herself up with the help and love of loved ones, with medication and counseling to go back to another medical school in another state - but this time make a commitment to psychiatry. She received her degree and she continued to reach out to others. 

She no longer saw schizophrenia as a “burden.” A burden, yes, but also a gift because she believes in her heart - and everyone else who has ever met her has said - that she is a better psychiatrist because she knows with an empathy what others can only imagine. There is no judgment in her eyes. There is sympathy, but not pity. Only someone who goes through it can look someone else in the eye and say, “get up,” like the one who goes to the person who they have a problem or conflict with and say, “Come on pull it together.” 

If two or three are gathered, then she brings in her other doctors around her and then the whole darn hospital if she has to. It is awfully hard to say, “no,” to her when she has said, “yes,” to herself. She continues to thrive. 
Hers is a story of recovery. The reason I say it here in this setting is because there are many of us who deal with issues related with this. They need to be talked about. They need to be lifted up so it is acceptable, helpful and nothing to be scared of. We don’t run from cancer patients. Why do we run from mentally ill? Because we don’t understand it. It is time to face that conflict with an ice bucket challenge. 
It’s time to face this with the same type of enthusiasm and hope and trust - without fear -  because it’s that type of conflict that so many of our families are going through. and it’s time we show that kind of care and offer that type of reconciliation.

So when we leave here and we respond to our family or our friends who are suffering, we can say, “You can recover. It’s not a pipe dream. It’s a reality. Yes, it stinks that probably for the rest of your life you are probably going to have to deal with that, but everybody has something. This just happens to be yours. But like everybody else’s “something,” God will be with you in it. The Holy Spirit will move you, will lift you up and at times heal you. At other times the Holy Spirit will challenge you. The rest of us will try our best to no longer be scared of it, but treat it for what it is. Something where we can help, pray and love you in. And, in those moments where you may want to be stubborn and hit bottom, we will hold you accountable. But our door - just like the church doors - will always be open when you hit bottom and you are ready to come back. Accountability is what brings us in part in the early stages to recovery.”

I believe Jesus knew somehow, someway knew all of that, when he gave that passage. There are many pathways to recovery. Jesus just gave us one: that family support is necessary, that Church support is extraordinarily helpful. Reasonable goals so that you can see, so you can see there is something to live for and work for - whether you have lost your legs in a car accident or trying to recover from cancer and you are so sick you cannot get up. You have to have a reason to get up and if it is mental illness, the dream you have to have is a reason to get up when your body just doesn’t want to. Recovery is holistic; it’s a mind, body, spirit and community endeavor. Recovery helps and is supported by peers and allies. Recovery is supported by relationships and social networks. Those things happen in a Church. 

Restoration of an individual comes through the family and the church community, recovery is supported by addressing the trauma and not pretending it doesn’t exist. Just like that passage of Scripture and recovery is based on respect.

It’s about time we respect that person with mental illness and what they have gone through and are still standing. The same way we respect people who have gone through cancer and are still standing. The disease is different but the courage, the determination and the bravery is the same. That is the acceptance they need and we all need to have. The person with mental illness has a responsibility. They need to own it, acknowledge it and work towards it themselves, but we as individuals, as families, and churches also have a responsibility, to be clear in our accountability, to be caring and loving in the recovery, and to commit to them as they commit to themselves.

I took a lot of this from a book that you may want, if this is of any interest to you at all. It is by Lloyd I. Sederer titled “The Family Guide to Mental Health Care.” You may not need to read the book. If so, then you are one of the very few that have not been touched by what I just talked about. This was given to me by a friend, and I’m passing it on to you as a friend. 
It’s a spiritual issue. It’s a physical issue. It’s emotional. If you need some help and the book isn’t enough, talk to Ken or myself. We will guide you to someone.

There is also a local organization the National Alliance of Mental Illness. They do a wonderful job. The more people involved in your care - just like any other disease - the better your recovery. Let’s try to continue to try and do it together. Accountability is not punishment, nor is conflict necessarily negative. Accountability is the early step in the process. So pray for recovery in our relationships; pray for recovery for those who struggle with the painful; pray for hope that comes through the power of God’s Spirit so that you can believe that that prayer matters. Let us work together because just like that Bluegrass song says, “We do this so that hearts will no longer have to break and no one has to feel on the edge of letting go.” Amen
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