with addiction, or someone who
might be spirituality broken. It
is someone lost in their faith,
because they are grieving a death
or going through a divorce. It is a
parent who struggles with mental
health and at times doubts the
strength of their relationship with
God. It is someone who sees
a therapist, a psychiatrist, or a
psychologist. It is leaders in the
church who are struggling with
stress and feeling overwhelmed.
It is seekers trying to rethink what
church looks like for them.
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It is a variety of diverse people
coming together to share in an
open table no matter where they
are in their faith or mental health
journey. That is God’s grace.
My hope is that we permit faith
and mental health to build a
relationship so that safe spaces
can be created for people to share
their stories and begin to heal. It
begins with a conversation and
the church creating a space where
people know that it is ok to not be
ok.

United Methodist Student Day is Nov. 28

Special Sundays are
designated Sundays throughout
the year that provide opportunities
for giving. These special offerings
are earmarked and support
designated ministries.

On these Sundays, we
empower our congregations to give
toward causes and organizations
that promote sustainable life
change.
These offerings help offer
refuge in times of disaster,
promote peace and justice,
provide scholarships, reach out
to the community, teach skills to
encourage self-sufficiency and
share the love of Jesus Christ with
God’s people everywhere.
Student Sunday offerings
furnish scholarships and
loans for students attending
United Methodist-related and
other accredited colleges and
universities.

The Bridge is a Conference Communications Ministry tool that delivers to
local churches news and stories of ministry from around the Upper New York
Conference and the world. For more news and stories visit:
www.unyumc.org
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“Faith impacts our mental health, and our mental health can impact our faith.”
Read more on page 2.
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United Methodist Student Day

The Upper New York Conference’s vision is to live the gospel of
Jesus Christ and to be God’s love with our neighbors in all places.
www.facebook.com/uppernewyork

www.instagram.com/uppernewyork

Faith and mental health

By Alan Whitley
I grew up where we often did
not talk about faith and mental
health in the same conversation. It
almost felt like faith was welcomed
into conversation but any
conversation around mental health
was averted. Imagine if we allowed
faith and mental health to join
forces and build a relationship?
Let me start: My name is Alan. I
am a Christian (United Methodist),
and I am in recovery from addiction
and mental health. That feels good
to say out loud. Try it sometime.
Believe it or not, I am proud of
my struggle and recovery from
addiction and mental health. It
sculpted my relationship with God,
my relationship with the universal
church, and cleared a path for my
vocation. Faith impacts our mental
health, and our mental health can
impact our faith.
2
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One of my favorite quotes
is by Ann Voskamp. Voskamp
is a Canadian blogger and
memoirist writing on themes of
Christian women’s spirituality.
She said, “Shame dies when
stories are told in safe places.”
I remember the first time I was
able to share my story in church.
I had recently been through my
own faith deconstruction and
reconstruction period. I was trying
to “rethink” church. I did not know
it then, but God led me to a faith
community that eventually became
a safe place where vulnerable
conversations and holy listening
take place. I was encircled by
diverse Christians, and I was able
to be vulnerable in this holy place.
It was a safe place for me
to share about my struggle and
recovery with addiction and mental
health. I simply opened with, “I am

Alan. I am a United Methodist, and
I am in recovery from addiction
and mental health.” I could feel
the presence of God, and I could
feel the shame slowly waning. It
was in that moment that I began
to recognize that my faith was no
longer hindering my mental health.
Instead, my faith strengthened my
mental health. This is all because
I was provided a safe place to tell
my story.
Where is your safe place? Have
you found a space where you can
tell your story? We all have a story
to tell, and we should be able to
tell our story in a safe sanctuary.
This year has been tough.
COVID-19 heightened depression,
anxiety, substance use, and
isolation. The mixed emotions of
grief come and go. There is fear,
and there are people who have
lost loved ones. The pandemic
has made it more difficult to
find a safe place in this virtual
world. Mental health comes in
many forms for many different
people. There are times when we
must reach out for professional
help and seek guidance from a
licensed professional. One of my
favorite T-shirts says, “Therapy is
Cool.” Occasionally we just need
someone to listen.
In 1 Corinthians Paul talks
about holy listening. I like to
believe holy listening is suspending
judgement and inviting people to
heal their wounds. Father Steve
Wolf is a retired Catholic priest
in Nashville, TN, and someone
I consider to be a mentor and
spiritual director. He defines

scripture as one big love letter from
God. It is comforting to know that
no matter your wounds, no matter
your struggle, and no matter your
barriers, there is a God who knows
you by name and loves all of who
you are. As Christians we should
emulate holy listening and love
people just as they are. I wonder if
that is how healing begins. Maybe,
that is the value in building the
relationship between faith and
mental health.
Every Sunday morning, I
give a welcome message to the
congregation. I always say that no
matter what you are feeling or just
not feeling, you are welcome in
this space. There might be some
days that we just do not feel good
and unwanted emotions may be
present. The church should be
inviting and safe for people to
come as they are and begin to
practice what it means to be a holy
listener.
There is something so beautiful
about holy communion. I know
holy communion looks unusual
right now and there is some grief
around the loss of being able to
receive as often due to COVID-19.
Given the opportunity, I encourage
you to reflect on each person as
they line up and fold their hands to
receive communion. It is not a line
of people who are continuously
happy, living in perfect harmony,
forever spiritually mature, or
addiction-free with no mental
health diagnosis.
It is a line of people who
sometimes feel sad, anxious, or
scared. It is someone struggling
Continued on page 4
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