Keynote 1 – Spirituality and Mental Health – Dr Rob Waller
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Good to be back in Bradford - used to live a mile up the road - Beulah

Susanna dragged me to Scotland - James 10 weeks - first holiday: Barbados? Borneo? Bradford!

-- New Mill - BDCT HQ - see the stand

-- Bishop - thanks for the quote, thanks for being here

-- ALC - Hosts, Great Venue, Great People

Great encouragers of me and the vision of Mind and Soul. It was in this very room that I sat in the summer of 2005 having come from five years of leadership in another church. There was a great temptation to take the easy route and get involved in church leadership again - and I could have! But I also know that it was not the right thing to do. In this room, I was refreshed, I was encouraged and I was allowed just to be. And yet I loved, and still love, the local church and all it stands for.

In ‘the other half of my life’ I was about to accept a job as Consultant Psychiatrist with Bradford District Care Trust. Clinically, this is the top rung in the NHS and I could in theory have stayed in the job until I retired.Yet, for all my training, I knew there was more I wanted to learn, more I wanted to understand. And most of all, I wanted to join these two halves of my life together. 

At the start of 2006, I heard a sermon here from Habbakuk. Perhaps not a typical book of the Bible for a new year’s message, but the opening lines are, ‘How long, O LORD, must I call for help, but you do not listen? Or cry out to you, "Violence!" but you do not save?’ Habbakuk had a beef about the social and racial injustices of his day and likewise we were encouraged to consider what it was that made us ‘righteously angry’, because that might give us a clue as to why we were on this earth in this place and in this day… And for me everything clicked.

I knew why I got angry when I see people with mental health problems being negatively or violently portrayed on programs like Casualty - because I HATE stigma against people who suffer in this way. I knew why I was voted person at medical school most likely to become a psychiatrist - because I REFUSED to boil things down to simple medical answers and love the complexity of what I see in my work. 

And I knew why these two parts of my life would always frustrate me if I kept them apart, because I CANNOT deny the call that God has put on my life to medicine and I MUST NOT allow the NHS to try to do without the church - it cannot hope to, it cannot pretend to and it cannot afford to!
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So Mind AND Soul is a story of fusion. The AND is really the most important word because it is a story of where the two meet.

It is the story of a Blog I started keeping five years ago, and as I wrote I saw these key themes of stigma, fusion and hope emerge. It is the story of the people who read the Blog and commented - they sharpened my thoughts and kept me keen. I owe them a debt.

It is the story of two old university friends who met after years apart and realised that God had taken them on two very different paths to the same place of purpose and ministry - of Rob, a doctor who became a psychiatrist, and Will, a minister who became a pastor. 

It is the story of how we joined with Jonathan Clark and the Premier Media Group. Jonathan has his own story to tell which you will hear later, and the resources of Premier have enabled us to do things like arrange this conference today. 

Yet this is not a new story. As part of my understanding, I read the stories of others who had taken their faith out of the church and into the wider world. Men like William Wilberforce, picture here on your left. He had been a member of parliament since aged 21, but on his conversion to Christianity was considering leaving it all behind and becoming a vicar. Personally I think that, like me, he would have made a rubbish vicar but he was torn with the dilemma of the sacred vs the secular, the natural versus the supernatural, the cloth versus the cabinet box. It took a little old lady at a dinner party - one of the ‘Clapham Saints’ to say to him, “Mr Wilberforce, I humbly suggest that you can do both…” If you’ve seen the film Amazing Grace, you know what happened next.

Choosing the AND is not without opposition, partly from outside Christianity by those who see no role for faith and no world view than that if science and rationalism. But also partly from within the church. I won’t go into details, but we can be very dismissive of those who are ill , especially mentally ill - saying that they have insufficient faith or are not fit for ministry. The picture on the right here is Jesus, healing the man commonly and rather awfully known as the Gerasene Demoniac, also called Legion, in Mark 5. He was naked, raving and a self-harmer. Yet my Lord chose to use him as an evangelist to the area of Decapolis, and “all the people were amazed”. I’m following Jesus!
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The church, as I say, can be quick to be dismissive of what mental health services have to offer and, as this is meant to be my area of expertise, let me offer three examples of things from the NHS that I believe we cannot do without. I believe in the reformation of the health service, but I do not want to chuck the baby out with the bathwater.

First is the biological revolution in medication. There is no doubt in my mind that the invention of antipsychotic and antidepressant medication in the 1950s was the main factor that enabled thousands in asylums and county hospitals to find relief. It may have been Pinel, Shaftesbury and the other socialists who campaigned for their closure, but it was ultimately medication that enabled minds to be stilled, moods controlled and lives made liveable outside the institution.

Second is the social challenge the NHS lays down. It is not equal health care for all, as some believe and desire. It has always been known that the rich would find their own way of getting help. So, since it’s inception in 1948, it was the plan to PREFERENTIALLY care for those most in need and those least able to care for themselves. In the same way that I believe Jesus had a special heart for the poor [for the orphan for the widow], I can say I am proud to work for an organisation that carries on this tradition. And, let’s face it, often puts the church to shame in this regard.

Third, is the lessons we have learnt from psychology. We may at times disagree with its authors, foundations and goals, but we have much to learn from HOW psychologists work and their understanding of how changes happen in the mind. Christian counselling in some cases is little more than trying to tell people louder - as if they didn’t hear the first time. The Association of Christian Counsellors don’t hold this view, and I would recommend Greta’s seminar this afternoon, and they exist in part to right this wrong. They teach excellence in prayer and listening, and increasingly also teach excellence in modern psychological skills like Cognitive Behaviour Therapy.
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But, this is not where the story ends, because psychiatry and sociology and psychology do not hold within them the ultimate answers for mankind, even if they think they do. To be sure, there is a vast amount of research [thousands of studies] that prove that religious behaviour is good for both your mental and physical health, and that having a spirituality, a ‘faith’ if you like, is better still. If you want to know more, come to the seminar on Spirituality in the NHS this afternoon. 

But what happens when you get more specific than Spirituality and start talking about Christianity? The evidence from the large studies is that there isn’t any added value - Christians die at similar ages to other groups who smoke and drink at similarly healthy levels. But what is often being measured is the trappings of religion [church attendance, rituals and prayer] and not the healing relationship itself. 

So does Christianity add any value? To get you thinking about this I have put here a picture by Glasgow artist and reformed alcoholic, Peter Howson of the ‘Third Step’ of Alcoholics Anonymous. The first 3 steps are these:

-- Step 1. We admitted we were powerless over alcohol - that our lives had become unmanageable. 

-- Step 2. We came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity. 

-- Step 3. We made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood Him. 

How do you understand him, and how does this affect your mental health? 

AA has been transformed over the years into a secular model and it works to a good degree. But some [like Teen Challenge and like St Johns here in Bradford] are putting the ‘Big Guy’ back in, because when it was originally written it was Christian in its structure and method. Listen to this quote from ‘The Book’ in the chapter entitled ‘We Agnostics’. There is no room here for “M Power’s Search for the hero inside yourself. All you have to do is have faith in yourself. You have to really want it. If you want it hard enough it will come. Find the power of now. Do it yourself. Any dream will do…” They say:

-- “In the preceding chapters we have learned something of the nature of alcoholism. We hope we have made clear the distinction between the alcoholic and the non-alcoholic [Step1],  If, when you honestly want to, you find you cannot quit entirely, or if when drinking you have little control over the amount you take, then you are probably an alcoholic [Step 2].If that be the case, you may be suffering from an illness which only a Spiritual experience will conquer [Step 3]. [But] To the one who feels he is an atheist or agnostic, such an experience seems impossible, [yet] to continue as he is means disaster… To be doomed to an alcoholic death or to live on a spiritual basis are not always easy alternatives to face.”

And read on to the end of the chapter which closes with the story of a ‘conversion’ by any other name:

-- “What is this story but a miracle of healing? Yet it’s elements are simple. Circumstances made him willing to believe. He humbly offered himself to his Maker - and then he knew. And likewise, God has restored us all to our right minds. To this man the revelation was sudden. Some of us grow into it more slowly. But He has come to all who have honestly sought Him. When we drew near to Him, He disclosed himself to us.”

We may start off with God ‘as we understand him’, but the message of The Book and the evidence of AA groups the world over and the re-Christianisation of the model is that the better you understand him the further the journey will go - longer, deeper, more effective for change.
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Yet we have a problem. There is a very good reason why AA has a worldwide membership of several million, most of whom are not in church and most of whom wish to remain anonymous alcoholics. And this is because the church has rejected them. Yet the 12 steps are really no more than the Gospel, 

-- Step 1. We admitted we were powerless over sin - that our lives had become unmanageable. 

-- Step 2. We came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could free us from sin. 

-- Step 3. We made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood Him, and so on…

… so why do we vilify people so?

How would you respond to the person in the top cartoon? Would you be their friend? Would you take the approach of the Job’s comforter who spoke to the person in the bottom cartoon: Just recite this Bible verse and everything will be OK. Or will it?

If we are to engage effectively with the people in our own fellowship who struggle with their mental and emotional health and with addictions of all kinds, we need to work on the stigma in the church. And there is stigma. These cartoons are by a friend of mine called Jon Birch who runs a website called ASBO Jesus [because if Jesus was around today we probably would have given him an ASBO] and his cartoons often say the things about church that need to be said. 
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[SLIDE with animation - grid and title appear first]

Premier have a panel of over 200 church leaders who from time to time we ask questions of. We asked them whether they felt there was a problem with stigma against people with mental health problems. 

[CLICK]

This first set of bars is their answers for the church: 60% believed there was significant stigma. The church has come a long way in overcoming the barriers between black and white and between rich and poor, but the divide between the mentally well and those who struggle with their emotional health is the next area we must target. I am hopeful that the 20% who did not feel there was significant stigma were blessed to pastor churches where the topic has been addressed.

[CLICK]

This next set of bars is how the group perceived stigma in wider society, with an even more polarised picture - almost all felt there was significant stigma. Again, I hope that this is true - that churches are more friendly and welcoming places than the rough and tumble of our inner cities. 
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Because the world is in a mess! This webshot is from a site called ‘We Feel Fine’ and you can find it easily on Google. It draws on website and blog postings across the internet that are to do with ‘feelings’ and you can set parameters like gender, city, age and literally see what people are saying. The good news is people are talking. The bad news is that out there on the ether, with anonymity, with honesty - people are depressed, defeated and in despair. 

Jesus said he did not come into this world to save the healthy, for the healthy do not need a doctor. Instead he came to seek the sick and the outcast, the dying, the lonely, the lost. The people who write anything but ‘We Feel Fine’.
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We asked the panel what might work and gave them eight options you can see here [Read Them]. The good news is that over 70% of responders thought these options would be effective or fairly effective in improving the mental well being of society as a whole.
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The bad news is that equal numbers thought each option would be ‘very effective’! Which I take as a license to recommend al of them! However, if you are agreeable we would love to do some more research with all of you here today. Would you be up for that? We’d love to make sure we are scratching where people itch.
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What is eminently clear is that we at Mind and Soul can’t do this on our own. What started as my story and became Will’s story and then Jonathan’s story is becoming a movement. You will have received in your packs a handout by the local expression of Mind and Soul who have been meeting for three years, Over 500 attended a conference in London six months ago and even more are signed up to the website.

When you came in you saw the movie high-lighting some areas of the website you might want to have a look at later, but I just want to mention two before I close. 

The first is our six week course which churches can use to introduce the whole issue of emotional health. We think this might run after an Alpha course or similar Christian basics course, and is designed to answer questions like, “Ok, I’m a Christian but my head is still a mess”. In the second half of 2009 we are after 50 churches to pilot the course. You will receive full training and materials, and if you are interested, please complete the form on the website or talk to one of us today.

The other area is some databases we are planning to build. If you are like me, at times it can feel like Elijah in the desert in the still and quiet after the battle he had won against the Priests of Baal. He felt alone and had begun to give up. But God reminded him that there were another 7000 just like him - and he was encouraged. We have a visions for three databases of 7000. One will contain over 7000 Christian Counsellors in the country. We know of about 3000 who are registered with ACC, but I know there are more. Another one will contain over 7000 Christian Mental Health Projects like drop-ins, clubs, ministries. I know there are a handful in each town and city, but we need to get them on a map as I think people will be quite surprised by how much the church is doing. And lastly I want a database of over 7000 churches who have labeled themselves as mental health friendly, where you can be sure of getting a warm welcome even if your arms are covered in scars. God knows our nation needs them, and God knows there are many currently ‘anonymous’ who would actually quite like to join.

There are nearly 700 here today - that’s just ten of each, each! Thank you!

