
Issue 16

PREACHING 
AND MENTAL 
HEALTH

THE STATE WE’RE IN
WILL VAN DER HART
page 12

GOD AND SUFFERING   
JUSTIN BRIERLEY 
page 52

SERMON OF THE YEAR 2018 
WINNER: LYDIA LEE
page 33

THE WORD ON DEPRESSION
JO SWINNEY
page 25

Interview with 
Katharine  

Welby-Roberts





3CONTENTS

Contents
Regulars

 6 Letters, Tweets and more
 8  Interview with Katharine 

Welby-Roberts
32 Column by Calvin Samuel
36 Book reviews
40 The Preach Book Club
43 Column by Natalie Collins 
58 Last Word

Features

Serials
23  Laurel/Yanny unpicked  

by Krish Kandiah 
41  Essential reading for 

preachers by Krish Kandiah
42  How I prepare: Freddie Ingle
50  The Late Greats:  

Margaret Fell Fox
52  Unbelievable?  

God and suffering
54  God in the movies:  

Hollywood therapy 
56  Painting the Word

ISSUE 16

8 30

Do you know 
who you’re 
talking to? 
Nathan Jones

Case study: 
transforming 
community 

Check your 
mental health 
Andre Radmall

18

28

25

12

Mental health:  
the state we’re in
Will Van Der Hart

The Word on 
depression

Jo Swinney

Life after  
preaching

Katie Stock

33

Sermon of the 
Year 2018 winner

Lydia Lee

45



4 WELCOME

From your editor…
Bob Bartindale
Officer for Worship and Local Preachers, 
The Methodist Church methodist.org.uk

Ian Coffey
Vice-Principal, Director of Leadership 
Training at Moorlands College, and Baptist 
minister moorlands.ac.uk

Amelia Gosal
Chief Executive of the Leaders of Worship 
and Preachers Trust lwpt.org.uk

John Griffiths
Lay reader in the Church of England, 
Trustee of the Leaders of Worship and 
Preachers Trust lwpt.org.uk

Rochelle Owusu-Antwi
Communications Manager of the Leaders of 
Worship and Preachers Trust lwpt.org.uk

Jo Swinney
Director of Church Communications, 
Christian Publishing and Outreach  
cpo.org.uk

Mark Woods
Editor of christiantoday.com and Baptist 
minister

PREACH  
EDITORIAL BOARD

Editor
Louisa Lockwood

Design
Adept  
www.adeptdesign.co.uk

Printing & distribution
cpo.org.uk  

Editorial office
The Leaders of Worship  
and Preachers Trust
Unit 14, Orbital 25 Business Park,
Dwight Road, Watford, WD18 9DA

T 01923 231811
F 01923 296899
E lwptoffice@lwpt.org.uk
W preachweb.org 

The Leaders of Worship and  
Preachers Trust is an ecumenical  
Trust (Charity No. 1107967)

Copyright the Leaders of Worship and Preachers  
Trust 2018. All rights reserved. Permission is granted  
for the reproduction of text from this publication for  
the Leaders of Worship and Preachers Trust promotional  
use only. For all other uses, please contact us.

The polywrap used to mail  
Preach is recyclable

which we believe will positively 
inform our preaching to reflect 
the love of Christ for a broken and 
hurting world. We are indebted to 
the team at Preach magazine for 
their willingness to grapple with the 
challenging topics that this edition 
covers. Their commitment to facing 
the harder questions of life and faith 
is truly inspirational.’

Please let me know what you think. 

W
elcome to this issue of Preach 
in which we take a closer 
look at our mental health 
– at a national level and at 

the close-up, individual level. Many 
of the contributors speak from the 
coalface of personal experience and, 
by extension, their ministry to others 
that has grown out of their own 
experience. With the Bible to hand, we 
don’t have to look far for examples of 
people suffering emotional distress, 
and we’ll also find wisdom and grace 
and love for our biblical heroes and 
heroines, and for ourselves.

I hope that these articles will be 
useful to preachers. I also pray that 
the statistics, the testimonies, the 
examples and the wisdom shared here 
will prompt all preachers to take care 
of their own mental health alongside 
that of those they are preaching to. 

It is greatly encouraging that Rev 
Will Van Der Hart (Mind and Soul 
Foundation) endorses this magazine. 
‘It is filled with outstanding material 

I ALSO PRAY THAT 
THE STATISTICS, THE 
TESTIMONIES, THE 
EXAMPLES AND THE 
WISDOM SHARED HERE  
WILL PROMPT ALL 
PREACHERS TO TAKE  
CARE OF THEIR OWN 
MENTAL HEALTH 
ALONGSIDE THAT OF THOSE 
THEY ARE PREACHING TO.

Issue 16, Autumn 2018,  
Preaching and mental health

Preach resources, available in print 
and online, are provided by LWPT. 

Louisa Lockwood
Editor 
editor@lwpt.org.uk
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6 LETTERS, TWEETS AND MORE

sayWhat 
you

FAREWELL TO ANNE DUNN

It is with sadness that we tell you that 
our minister, Anne Dunn, passed away 
on 28 June after a short battle with a 
brain tumour. Anne brought so much 
to our fellowship and community, and 
gave her all for the Lord in everything 
she did, serving him right to the 
end. She will be so missed by us all. 
Throughout her illness, Anne told us to 
focus on Jesus, so we leave you with the 
words from one of her favourite songs: 
‘Turn your eyes upon Jesus, look full in 
His wonderful face, and the things of 
earth will grow strangely dim, in the 
light of His glory and grace.’ 

Stonehouse Community Church

Anne’s faith and ministry were 
expressed in an interview with Preach 
magazine, Issue 15, published shortly 
before her diagnosis. Her words 
prompted many positive comments 
and are treasured by her family, 
friends and community. 

VULNERABILITY IN 
PREACHING ISSUE 15
Position of weakness
Thank you for an excellent issue of 
Preach, with its focus on vulnerability. 
Long before I became a preacher, I 
believed that people preach better 
from a position of weakness than of 
strength. Paul says much the same 
in 2 Corinthians 12:7-10. I once took a 
divorced friend to church for the first 
time. The preacher – happily married – 
spoke with a complete lack of sensitivity 
about divorce, and my friend felt 
condemned; she said she would never 
go to church again.  

Since becoming a preacher I have made 
no secret of my own frailty, and the 
problems that I have had to face. There 
is no value in pretending that our lives 
are perfect, and it can build people’s 
faith to see how others surmount their 
difficulties. 

Susan Thorne, Local Preacher,  
Bishop Auckland and Shildon Circuit

JOIN OUR TRUSTEE  
BOARD AT LWPT
Publishers of Preach 
magazine, LWPT 
(Leaders of Worship 
and Preachers Trust) 
are looking for people 
who could contribute to the oversight of 
this national Christian charity. This is a 
fantastic chance to support preachers 

across all denominations as we grow in 
activities and resources for them. This 
opportunity is open to both experienced 
trustees and those considering this sort 
of volunteering for the first time. See 
preachweb.org/jobs

Leaders of Worship and  
Preachers Trust

PREACH ONLINE 
Follow us on Facebook and Twitter to 
see more information and resources 
for preachers. Preach online has 
a monthly book giveaway; unique 
interviews with authors (recently 
for The Preach Book Club we have 
chatted to Lucy Peppiatt and to Tom 
Wright); and information about 
preaching events. Stay in touch! 

 @PreachMagazine
 facebook.com/PreachMagazine

Tom Wright was interviewed by Rochelle 
Owusu-Antwi for The Preach Book Club



7

Hosted by Preach magazine and 
London School of Theology, the Sermon 
of the Year 2018 was judged by Antony 
Billington, Anne Calver, Krish Kandiah 
and Chloe Lynch (pictured above). BBC’s 
The One Show were also there. Read 
Lydia Lee’s winning sermon on page 33. 
Find out how to take part next year at 
preachweb.org/sermonoftheyear

Winner! Lydia Lee

What do you think of this year’s theme?

The title grabbed me straight away – 
Be Set Free. I’ve been exploring the gift 
of preaching for a few years now, and 
the first thing that popped into my 
head was my own story, so it felt right 
to apply and give it a go.

How did you find the writing exercise?

It was a challenge to stick to a word 
count – but it meant that every word 
had to be used carefully to convey the 
message. In the end I found the word 
limit actually helped me stick to the 
theme – if a paragraph or sentence 
didn’t fit directly with the theme and 
the message, it had to go.

How did you feel when you knew you 
were one of the four finalists?
I was delighted! Then I realised it meant 
I had to deliver the sermon in the live 
final, and that the BBC would be filming, 
so the nerves soon kicked in as well. 

TWITTER
#WednesdayWisdom Read this 
article by @natweetalie featured 
on Christian Today – as published 
in the latest issue of Preach – on a 
creative way to engage with your 
congregation. Let us know if you 
have any innovative methods you 
use in your church!

@mindandsouluk Check out the 
winning #SermonOfTheYear via  
@LSTheology & @
PreachMagazine - from Lydia 
Lee who shares about her 
experience of finding peace 
from #fear #anxiety and 
#ObsessiveCompulsiveDisorder  
We love it!

@FofPreaching “Those who 
dare to preach have to be brave. 
They are called to dispel human 
illusions without leaving them 
disillusioned. They invite the world 
to be reimagined.” 

Find @CanonOakley’s last sermon 
at St Paul’s as Chancellor here:  
bit.ly/2IoebJy 

LETTERS, TWEETS AND MORE

You can write to 
us at LWPT, Unit 
14, Orbital 25 
Business Park, 

Dwight Road, 
Watford WD18 9DA, 

email editor@lwpt.org.uk or tweet us 
@preachmagazine.

WRITE 
TO US

What was it like to preach in an 
unfamiliar place to people you didn’t 
know – it was a full chapel of about 
150 people!
On paper this sounded incredibly 
daunting, but when I arrived and saw 
what a lovely supportive atmosphere 
there was, it eased the nerves a lot. I 
also had a few people come along from 
my church so that helped me feel even 
more at home. 

What did you think of the judges’ 
feedback?
I wasn’t sure what to expect – you 
say ‘judging panel’ and think of 
Simon Cowell on a bad day, but it was 
nothing like that at all. They were 
all very supportive and it was really 
encouraging to hear their different 
perspectives based on their own 
personal strengths and styles. 

Throughout the whole process I 
just felt that I was stepping out and 
sharing my testimony and it was in 
God’s hands – if it was right that it 
went further then He would do it. 

What would you say to someone  
about applying to next year’s  
Sermon of the Year?
Go for it! It’s an ideal opportunity to 
explore the gift of speaking, and to 
step out of your comfort zone and 
challenge yourself. The subject looks 
fantastic too – The Power of Love – 
there are so many different ways to 
tackle it. I would also say, don’t be 
afraid to just be yourself and give 
it a try – you never know what will 
happen!

Thank you Lydia! Lydia’s prize is a 
year’s worth of free study at London 
School of Theology.

Tell us about YOU  
and Billy Graham
Later this year Preach will be 
writing about Billy Graham’s life 
and the impact of his preaching, 
as well as reviewing the latest 
biographies. We would also 
like to hear how you have been 
influenced by Billy Graham so 
please email editor@lwpt.org.uk 
with your own experiences. 

JUDGES AT SERMON OF THE YEAR 2018



88 INTERVIEW

In conversation with

Katharine  
Welby-Roberts  

Interview by Jo Swinney

KATHARINE 
WELBY-ROBERTS     

writes and speaks about issues 
around mental and emotional health 

and how the church can better serve people 
with long-term suffering. Her first book, 
I Thought There Would be Cake, is a raw, 

personal and often funny exploration of how 
to navigate depression and anxiety and allow 

yourself to be loved. 

Katharine is a wife, a mother and a dog-
owner. Jo Swinney, a fellow depression-

survivor, spent an afternoon with 
her by the fire, putting the 

world to rights.
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In conversation with

Katharine  
Welby-Roberts  
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js  Did you first hit mental health 
issues as a child? In your book you 
write about having a group of school 
friends inexplicably turn on you. Was 
that an initial cause, do you think?

 Looking back, I was just a really 
sensitive child. I don’t think there was 
any particular cause, and that can be 
the thing about clinical depression: 
there isn’t a cause necessarily, other 
than having a malfunctioning 
brain on a biological level. Events 
like having my friends ostracise me 
certainly exacerbated my sensitivity. 
We also moved a lot and I never really 
worked out who I was. I think I would 
always have got depression though, 
and the depression exaggerated those 
experiences. 

When I was a teenager I used to have 
this world in my head. I’d never feel 
things. I’d completely shut down. I’d 
live in this fantasy world, having a 
conversation with someone but in my 
head being elsewhere. The only reason 
that no one noticed I wasn’t okay was 
because I wasn’t even sure myself. 

And then one day when I was in my 
late teens I almost stepped out in front 
of a bus. I wasn’t in any way intending 
to hurt myself; I genuinely believed I 
was strong enough to take on a bus, 
which is terrifying. So I went to the 
doctor, and said, ‘Look, I’ve got this 
world in my head and I don’t think 
it is quite right.’ I was worried I was 
delusional or something like that. He 
spoke to me for quite a while and then 
he did the depression questionnaire 
(which I’ve done 6000 times since!) 
and he said, ‘You’re just severely 
depressed and this is your coping 
mechanism.’ 

To be honest it was nice to have the 
diagnosis. It was nice to know what 
was going on. 

js  Did you get some proper help at 
that point?

 I was staying with my aunt, so it 
wasn’t my normal doctor. He told me 
to get an appointment when I went 
home which I didn’t do. I thought that 
now I knew what it was, I’d be fine. 

I didn’t recognise the impact 
depression was having on my life for 
a long time. I was diagnosed at 19 and 
it wasn’t until six years later that I 
had a breakdown and had to face up 
to the severity of my health. I’d seen 
a counsellor a few times but really 
just carried on. I was a police officer 
and thought I was madly in love and 
wanted the security of marriage. It 
wasn’t a healthy or happy relationship 
and I was so anxious. Then there 
were the London riots. It broke my 
brain. When the boyfriend broke up 
with me I had a severe anxiety attack 
– banging my head on the wall and 
screaming – feeling I was about to die. 
It scared the life out of him. I calmed 
down, drove home and then went to 
see my mum and dad. I was signed 
off work for six months. I was very 
suicidal, very lonely, utterly broken.

js  You have such a strong faith now, 
but there was a time you broke up 
with God. What happened and how 
did you come to make up? 

 When I was at university I decided 
I didn’t want to be a Christian any 
more and went and told my mum. She 
was so chilled about it that I didn’t 
fight the feeling that something was 
missing in the way I might have done 
if she’d been cross. 

One day I thought I’d maybe go to 
the church around the corner from 
me. They were running a course and 
even though I thought I knew all the 
answers, I went. There was one of 
those really annoying spiritual people 
who was my leader, and she kept 
saying things like ‘You just have to 
have faith.’ She changed my world! 
It was very gradual. I’m an external 
processor so it was good to go through 
the basics and work out what I 
thought by talking about it. 

js  When your dad Justin Welby 
became Archbishop of Canterbury 
you took the opportunity to use your 
suffering for greater good. Was that a 
conscious decision?

 No, it was totally accidental. I 
was working for a Christian disability 
charity, Livability, and my team was 

the church engagement team, helping 
the church to serve disadvantaged 
parts of society more generally. We 
hadn’t explored mental health so I 
was thinking about writing a blog 
for work, but it was really personal. 
I realised it wasn’t a work thing any 
more and decided to put it on my own 
blog. I sent it to Dad to see what he 
thought. He said it was good and that 
it might get picked up. And it did. 

js  Which in itself says a lot about 
how far we have to go…

 That the Archbishop’s daughter 
has depression made national news is 
hilarious and frightening and absurd. 
That was 2013. It was less than a year 
since I’d had a major breakdown and I 
was still really ill. 

I never thought of it as brave, but just 
that it was something we need to talk 
about. It is something the church has 
failed at. I’ve been hurt badly by the 
church. I feel like there’s no way to 
engage with God in the evangelical 
church in suffering. You are constantly 
hearing stories of how someone has 
overcome or found victory – only 
completed stories.

As I get older I realise more and more 
that if I’ve made a decision I don’t 
know why I’ve made it. I don’t think 
things through – I jump and then 
realise how long the drop is! There 
was an intense month of media – BBC, 
the Daily Telegraph, a few other bits 
and pieces. I just did it because I was 
asked. It made me feel important and I 
liked the attention.

js  I’m sure people have told you 
before not to be so harsh on yourself! 
The search for significance is 
universally human. We all want to be 
special. None of us wants to feel like 
one of 4.7 billion people. But it sounds 
as if you regret being so open?

 Knowing what I know now, I’d 
be more cautious about the extent to 
which I shared. I am a natural born 
over-sharer. I can’t help myself! If 
someone says, ‘How are you?’ I say, 
‘I’m really, really depressed… sorry, 
sorry. Fine. Nice to meet you!’ But 

INTERVIEW
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I’d do it again because I’ve seen that 
vulnerability breeds vulnerability. And 
mutual support and wholeness.

js  I’ve found that sometimes all you 
need to do to make an impact is stand 
up and say, ‘I am a Christian and I 
have suffered from depression.’

 It is all you need to do. It has 
become more of a calling for me 
through having done it, but I’d advise 
other people to have caution and a 
really strong support network. 

Dad becoming the Archbishop of 
Canterbury shook my world. Not 
because he wasn’t right for the job, 
but because I had no idea what it 
would mean. And so I recklessly 
tweeted and blogged without knowing 
the consequences. Apparently, a lot of 
people care about the Archbishop. 

The Welby bit of me became the 
draw. I’d do speaking engagements 
and it really took it out of me to 
be constantly introduced as ‘The 
Archbishop of Canterbury’s daughter, 
Katharine.’ They couldn’t even put my 
name first! It was only as I began to 
recover that I thought it didn’t matter 
if it meant I could talk about mental 
health. At that point the invitations 
began to change. 

js  What would you want preachers 
to know about mental health issues?

 That they are not immune to these 
issues themselves. I’ve come across a 
lot of church leaders and preachers 
willing to engage in the mental health 
needs of their congregations but not 
in their own. They are trying to be 
strong to support others but they are 
actually putting across the message 
that it isn’t okay to be broken. Self-
care is the number one thing a leader 
needs to do.

Also, you don’t need to share 
everything going on in your life 
from the front, but it is important 
to acknowledge when something is 
going on. So many times I’ve sat in 
church and heard again and again 
and again preaching on the love of 
God, and other things that are good, 

but no vulnerability. It has made 
me feel ashamed, that I shouldn’t be 
depressed. Very rarely is it explicitly 
expressed that depression is bad, but 
that idea can be conveyed in many 
ways. There is a subtle suggestion that 
God is our strength and he is going 
to fix us. Often people say and do that 
because they are trying to convince 
themselves as much as anyone else. 
Preachers can make a huge difference 
by allowing suffering its place in the 
centre of life, a place where God is 
with us. We need to stop ignoring 
brokenness.

I’d also say, please include people with 
mental health issues in church life. 
Let them preach. Let them pray. Let 
them be on teams. I’m particularly 
unreliable. Some weeks I make it to 
church and some I don’t. In my old 
church I was on the preaching rota, 
and I had a deal with the vicar that if 
I knew I wasn’t going to be able to do 
it, I could just text him. But it made me 
feel included, and a valid part of the 
community. 

Talk to people and find out how you 
can include and support them – 
everyone is different. We don’t want 

INTERVIEW

to be saying, in effect, ‘You’re allowed 
to be broken but the moment you 
are broken you are not allowed to 
participate. If you are too broken you 
can’t serve, so hold it all inside. If you 
are going to explode, go away.’ 

Acknowledge the pain in the Bible. 
Not all the suffering in the Bible is 
because of external circumstance. 
Elijah is a great one for that. He calls 
out to God, says ‘I wish I was dead’ – 
just after being used in an incredible, 
miraculous way. God supports him, 
gets him through the worst bit, and 
then says, ‘Come on, let’s keep going.’ 
God doesn’t fix him, Elijah is still 
significantly depressed but God is 
still talking to him, and calls him to 
extraordinary things. Who are we to 
say, ‘You are depressed. You can’t be 
used by God.’ That’s absurd. 

If you are a leader and fortunate 
enough not to have mental health 
problems, get to know the people who 
do. Your life will be enriched by those 
with mental health problems in your 
church. They may have experienced 
things beyond your comprehension. It 
is important to comprehend it if you 
want to lead well. 

I’VE SEEN THAT 
VULNERABILITY BREEDS 
VULNERABILITY. AND MUTUAL 
SUPPORT AND WHOLENESS.
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Mental  
health:

the state  
we’re in
HOW CAN THE CHURCH HELP TO 

IMPROVE MENTAL HEALTH ISSUES 
FOR PREACHERS AND THE PEOPLE 

THEY ARE PREACHING TO?

by Will Van Der Hart



MENTAL HEALTH

I am approached by a gifted 
young Christian leader at a 
conference that I am speaking 
at. It is a conversation I have had 

hundreds of times in the 13 years 
since we started The Mind and 
Soul Foundation. Here is another 
passionate leader and brilliant 
communicator of the gospel who is 
becoming aware of the juxtaposition 
between their mental state and the 
message that they are delivering to 
others. 

My empathy is rooted, in part, in 
the fact that I can see something 
of myself in the struggles of this 
young preacher. Having experienced 
a sudden and terrifying descent 
into generalized anxiety disorder 
more than a decade ago, I know the 
sense of disbelief Christian leaders 
encounter when they realise they are 
not immune to the 1:4 statistic. (The 
prevalence of mental health issues 
amongst church leaders is at the 
higher end of the national average.1)

While the UK is often described as 
experiencing an ‘epidemic’ of mental 
health problems, the reality is a little 
less dramatic. The fact is, due to 
some exceptional public awareness 
campaigns by Time to Change, Mind 
and Rethink Mental Illness, the 
general population is more aware 
of their mental wellbeing than they 
have ever been. The reduction in 
stigma means that more people are 
seeking treatment, and this has led to 
a surge in medication prescriptions, 
particularly for mixed anxiety/
depression which is the UK’s most 
prevalent mental health issue.2

While much of what is called the 
Mental Health Awakening is to do 
with awareness, some issues are a 
rising concern. As the population lives 
longer, we are seeing older people 
experiencing mental illness, some 
related to loneliness. Young people are 
also increasingly vulnerable in our 
society and the UK has seen a rising 
trend of self-harm both inside and 
outside of the church. Manchester 
was recently dubbed The Self-Harm 

Capital of Europe.3 Male suicide is also 
an issue of vast concern in the UK and 
is the biggest killer of men under 45 
years of age.4

Wellness versus 
Illness? 
I am loath to simply quote statistics 
(of which there is an infinite supply) 
largely because it has been this binary 
view of wellness versus illness which 
continues to plague the mental health 
arena. The 1:4 statistic has given us 
a realistic idea of scale but it falsely 
suggests that three in four people 
don’t need to be concerned with their 
mental health. The reverse is true: 
mental wellness is a health priority for 
everybody and a part of our God-given 
responsibility for good stewardship. 

Christian silence on mental health 
has undoubtedly had a detrimental 
impact upon the Christian 
community’s motivation for mental 
self-care, but it has also inhibited our 
social mission. While the church has 
pioneered ministry in child education, 
poverty, homelessness, social equality, 
physical health and disability, we have 
largely abdicated any responsibility 
for mental wellbeing. 

Our absence in the mental health 
space only generates even more 

14
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stigma and suspicion over the origins 
of clinical mental health problems. 
It has also meant that initiatives to 
promote mental wellness have not 
been taken up. When we launched 
Mind and Soul, I was initially warned 
off the idea by several Christian 
leaders who felt that psychological 
and theological perspectives on 
mental health were completely 
incompatible. This is despite the 
fact that many celebrated Christian 
leaders have openly wrestled with the 
impact of mental illness in their own 
lives. From a preacher’s perspective 
it would be remiss not to mention 
Charles Spurgeon or Charles Wesley’s 
lifelong battles with depression, or 
Martin Luther’s wresting with OCD 
and anxiety. There are many others 
who appear to have had serious 
and enduring mental health issues, 
including Florence Nightingale 
(bipolar), William Cowper (depression) 
and John Bunyan (OCD). 

The church has a mixed record, 
historically, of engaging with those 
who had mental health problems. 
Juan Luis Vives, born in Valencia 
in 1492 was respected by Erasmus, 
Henry VIII and Thomas More. His 
words are perhaps a helpful reminder 
to us all that in our reflections on 
mental health, clinical or theological, 
distressed people are involved.

‘There is nothing in the world more 
excellent than man, nor in man than 
his mind, particular attention should 
be given to the welfare of the mind; 
and it should be considered a highest 
service if we either restore the minds 
of others to sanity or keep them sane 
and rational ... One ought to feel great 
compassion for so great a disaster to 
the health of the human mind, and 
it is of utmost importance that the 
treatment be such that insanity be not 
nourished and increased.’5

If we accelerate forward to recent 
years, the culture is changing again 
in a positive way. Mental health is an 
issue of huge public interest and over 
the last five years we have noticed a 
significant shift in Christian leaders’ 

willingness to engage in psycho-
education, emotional health training 
and mental health conversation. The 
impact of more informed leadership 
is being felt in congregations as a 
reduction in stigma, more informed 
preaching, referral activity and 
adapted prayer models.

Mental health in 
leaders
A key part of improving the culture 
for Christians suffering from mental 
health issues is addressing the 
emotional and mental health of 
Christian leaders directly. Typically, 
leaders set the culture in their 
churches, and they also tend to 
preach with passion and authority 
on issues that they have experienced 
and understood for themselves. 
Seminaries and theological colleges 
could consider mandatory training 
in mental health and self-care. 
Church leaders are vulnerable to 
stress, depression and burnout: ‘I had 
to quit the ministry so we wouldn’t 
end up quitting the church,’ – a 
former executive pastor said.6

Mental health stigma has improved 
but it remains a real blockage to 
us realising our ambition for the 
church to treat mental health issues 
with parity to physical health issues. 
This is because many leaders have 
generally retained a view that 
mental health issues have a stronger 
spiritual orientation than physical 
health problems. In the most 
troubling examples this has led to 
individuals suffering from psychotic 
illness undergoing humiliating 

public ‘exorcisms’ or being advised 
against taking effective medications. 
It has also been the experience of 
many sufferers that the implicit 
message in church is that depression 
is ‘laziness’, anxiety is a ‘lack of trust’ 
and that mental health problems can 
be resolved by greater ‘obedience to 
Christ.’

Six Conversations:  
the power of our words
As leaders absorb more 
psychologically-friendly language, we 
have seen the appearance of a subtle 
hybrid of the same stigma appearing 
in preaching and we have broken 
these down into six general topic 
areas: 

 The Trust Conversation: ‘As you 
learn to trust God more you will find 
that your anxiety will gradually fade 
away.’ What a mental health sufferer 
hears: ‘My mental health problem is a 
result of my lack of trust in God, and 

MENTAL WELLNESS IS A 
HEALTH PRIORITY FOR 
EVERYBODY AND A PART 
OF OUR GOD-GIVEN 
RESPONSIBILITY FOR GOOD 
STEWARDSHIP.
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MANY PSYCHOTIC ILLNESSES 
WILL REQUIRE A LIFE-LONG 
MEDICATION REGIME – 
THIS IS WHOLLY GOOD AND 
RIGHT AND SHOULD BE 
ACTIVELY SUPPORTED BY THE 
CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY.
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it will disappear as I go deeper in my 
faith.’ Anxiety disorders impact people 
with a deep trust in God and are not 
related to the strength of a person’s 
faith. Anxiety issues also fluctuate over 
time and need long-term management. 
They tend not to improve on their own 
but through awareness, medication, 
talking therapy and self-help strategies.

 The Self-Indulgent Conversation: 
‘Lots of biblical greats, such as Job 
and Elijah were depressed, the key 
thing to remember is that they didn’t 
pander to their depression, but got on 
with the ministry God had called them 
to.’ What the mental health sufferer 
hears: ‘It’s not OK to be self-indulgent 
and be impacted by my mental health 
problems. I need to ignore my pain and 
get on with what God’s calling me to.’ 
God never criticises people suffering 
with depression in the Bible, indeed he 
does the opposite; he comforts them 
and meets their needs. Dealing with 
emotional pain is not self-indulgent, 
any more than dealing with physical 
pain is. We all need to offer and 
receive the comfort of God without 
qualification: that’s grace!

 The Personal Cross 
Conversation: ‘We all have our own 
cross to bear, for you it may be your 
mental health issues. The good news 
is that in heaven there will no more 
weeping or gnashing of teeth.’ What 
the mental health sufferer hears: ‘I 
am never getting any better this side 
of heaven. God is responsible for me 
carrying this cross. Life is hopeless 
this side of eternity.’ We can identify 
with the suffering of Christ in our 
sufferings, but these are not fixed God-
ordained things. Mental health issues, 
like physical disabilities, provoke 
suffering but also creativity and 
gifting. They do not define our identity 
or reflect the sum of our struggles. We 
can live life well this side of heaven 
with mental health problems.

 The Undermining Mission 
Conversation: ‘The enemy is using 
mental health issues to make the 
church inward-looking. As long as we 
are being introspective, we are losing 

our effectiveness in mission.’ What 
the mental health sufferer hears: 
‘Mental health issues are a weapon of 
Satan to stop people meeting Jesus. 
As long as I am talking about mental 
health, I am undermining the gospel.’ 
Jesus was the ultimate pastoral 
leader who loved the hurting and 
broken like no other. He calls us to 
‘take care of the sheep’ with the same 
care and love that he demonstrated. 
Supporting people with mental health 
problems in the church is fulfilling the 
spirit of the Beatitudes and the Great 
Commission. It is the very thing that 
will make our message heard in a 
sceptical world.

 The Already Healed 
Conversation: ‘You have already been 
healed of your mental health problem, 
now you just need to agree with 
the healing that you have received.’ 
What a mental health sufferer hears: 
‘Your disobedience is keeping you ill.’ 
Sometimes we need to choose the 
behaviours that we have decided 
for in our minds. However, this is 
not the same as choosing a healing. 
Mental health recovery is not about 
disobedience, but it is sometimes about 
courage. No one with the flu is being 
disobedient by feeling unwell, equally 
no one with depression is disobedient 
by feeling low. Let’s not confuse healing 
steps with the healing itself.

 The Medication Conversation: 
‘Medication is OK, but you haven’t been 
called to rely on it forever. You need to 
step forward in your faith journey so 
that this crutch is no longer needed.’ 
What the mental health sufferer hears: 
‘Medication is a weak alternative to 
real recovery. I should get off it as 
quickly as possible so that I can do 
this recovery right.’ Medication is a 
valid, necessary and often essential 
part in mental health recovery. It is 
neither less virtuous nor effective 
than other sorts of treatments, in 
most cases. Just as with conditions 
like diabetes in physical health, many 
psychotic illnesses will require a life-
long medication regime. This is wholly 
good and right and should be actively 
supported by the Christian community.

As preachers and leaders, we carry a 
huge responsibility to use our words 
and actions to heal and not hurt. 
While we may in some instances carry 
genuine disagreements over some 
aspects of this topic, we can no longer 
allow ignorance to inform us. 

For the sake of our congregations as 
well as ourselves, I would encourage 
us all to become as educated and 
informed as we can possibly be over 
mental health, from both a secular 
and a Christian perspective. There 
is no doubt that our society needs it, 
our churches are impacted by it and 
our families will encounter it. Jesus is 
still the healer, and powerful biblical 
preaching that is psychologically 
informed has a key role to play in the 
mental health recovery of hurting 
people within our churches today.

MENTAL HEALTH
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Recently I was scheduled to attend a 
charity board meeting. On my way, I went 
to drop my ten-year-old daughter off for 
her first advanced swimming club session. 
Normally she would be out of the car door 
and I would say ‘See you later’ and drive off. 
Yet on this occasion, I sensed she needed 
me to stay. I asked her if this was the case 
and she said she would like me to be there. 
There was no second thought, I stayed. 

by Nathan Jones

18 MENTAL HEALTH
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PEOPLE CAN FEEL LOST IN THE 
GAP BETWEEN THE MESSAGE 
WE PREACH AND THE 
REALITY OF WHERE THEY ARE. 
THERE SEEMS TO BE LITTLE 
ROOM FOR THE BROKEN OR 
STRUGGLING NARRATIVE. 

19

H
owever, what about my meeting? I felt 
the obvious niggle of not fulfilling a 
prior commitment, especially as I have 
only missed about five board meetings 

over the past 24 years. As I texted in my last 
minute apologies, one of the directors replied 
with these wonderful words, ‘She may not 
remember you being there when she is 30 but 
she’d never forget if you weren’t.’

Those words were just what I needed. More 
importantly, me being there was what my 
daughter needed. I was reminded again of the 
importance of being present in the moment, 
of being aware of the needs of those around 
you. I realised afresh just how often I rush 
into the task ahead of me, the message I want 
to preach, what I want to say. Am I really 
aware of the people in front of me? What are 
they experiencing or needing from me?

MENTAL HEALTH
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I THINK CHURCH AND FAITH 
ARE PLACES FOR PEOPLE WHO 
STRUGGLE … I FIND MYSELF IN 
PRETTY GOOD COMPANY WITH 
OTHERS FOR WHOM LIFE HAS 
ITS CHALLENGES TOO.

Who are we preaching 
to today?
One in four adults and one in ten 
young people will have a diagnosable 
mental health issue at any one time. 
On any given Sunday, there will be 
people with many different stories sat 
in front of us. There will be stories of 
the lives being lived now, the stories 
of the past and those with concerns 
for the future. Behind each face, there 
will be layers of what has influenced, 
blessed, wounded, hurt, healed and 
shaped this person over years. There 
will be situations that bring pain 
and pressure in their lives from 
their own minds, their home life and 
family situations, from school, the 
work place, the church and the wider 
community. Personal tragedy and 
challenges can strike at any moment 
and scars can build upon scars, 
slowly impacting people’s well-being 
long after the event has passed. 

In all these circumstances, it would 
be wonderful if people felt able to be 
themselves, to talk about the anxiety, 
the hurt, struggles in daily life, the 
sadness, the depression, the feelings 
of being overwhelmed, the mind that 
always thinks the worst, or can’t seem 
to find a way forward, the suicidal 
thoughts, the loneliness, the experience 
of being trapped and of failing; to talk 
about the feelings of unworthiness, of 
guilt, shame and discrimination. All 
are experiences associated with poor 
mental health or being down in faith. 

Yet sadly, it appears routine for those 
of us with poor mental health to hide 
away and mask who we are and what 
we are feeling. We are saying, by that 
silence, ‘If you really knew me you 
wouldn’t accept or involve me the 
same way.’ 

What is our preaching 
narrative?
One of the challenges of ministering 
to people in need is the narrative we 
often tend to preach. It makes sense 
for us to encourage holy living and 
trusting in God in all situations. It 
seems good to tell people to not worry, 
have faith and believe. While this is 
important (after all God is faithful, 
how we live does matter) this can end 
up being all we say. People can feel lost 
in the gap between the message we 
preach and the reality of where they 
are. There seems to be little room for 
the broken or struggling narrative. 
The reality of people’s complicated 

MENTAL HEALTH
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lives is hard to admit, to understand 
and to handle. We can so easily 
respond by saying ‘All you need is 
Jesus’ – or ‘If you trusted God more, 
you would be fine.’ On the face of it 
that can sound very spiritual but 
to the listener it can be profoundly 
unhelpful and usually closes down 
any chance of sharing, understanding 
and ministering to what is really 
needed.

What does Jesus preach?
Jesus gives us a different example 
of how we can be with people who 
are hurting. He doesn’t seem too 
fazed by the complications of life or 
too worried about jumping in with 
a sermon point. Jesus seems quite 
content to start where people are and 
let them know they can come to him 
even when their life doesn’t measure 
up, when life is painful.

Reflect for a moment on Jesus’ first 
words to the two travelling on the 

road to Emmaus in Luke 24:17:  ‘What 
are you discussing together as you 
walk along?’ Think about the woman 
at the well and the revelations of her 
life that unfold in the conversation. 

Frequently we see Jesus responding 
to people’s needs. He can see past 
their outer appearance and actions 
to what is in their hearts and where 
they need healing. Jesus thinks 
carefully about what he has to say 
and seeks to show them that God 
understands, can forgive them and 
set them free, and ultimately and 
fundamentally that he loves them.

The pulpit for me is as much a 
pastoral space as it is a theological 
one. It is where we take the stories of 
our hearers and draw them into the 
story of God. If we don’t, they simply 
may not hear. 

The more I read the Bible and follow 
Jesus, both in times of great joy and 
some very dark places, I don’t find 

myself at conflict between the high 
bench mark of faith and the fact 
my story often looks different. I 
have found God drawing close to 
me, despite who I am at times. I 
think church and faith are places 
for people who struggle. Rather 
than battling with the fear of being 
seen as falling short, I find myself 
in pretty good company with others 
for whom life has its challenges too. 

What are the stories 
we should be 
preaching today? 
So when we preach on a Sunday, 
how does what we have to say 
impact on the lives of those 
listening to us? Can we help people 
feel like God is interested in the 
whole of who they are? What would 
Jesus have to say to them and 
where would he start? 

MENTAL HEALTH
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WHAT DOES THIS INTERNET DEBATE  
TEACH US ABOUT PREACHING?

Nathan Jones   
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him. There is no quick growth and no 
easy answers to some of life’s pain. It 
takes time. Struggling with life and 
faith isn’t the opposite to following 
God: it is a part of it. 

Do talk about difficult issues 
and do so with love and care

Avoiding the tough or complex issues 
of life doesn’t make things easier for 
people but often harder. To mention 
something gives permission for it to 
be spoken about. You don’t have to 
understand everything to be able to 
speak with love, care and patience. 
Too often we rush to give glib answers 
to complex issues, or just ignore them 
altogether, thinking that no one in our 
congregations would be struggling 
with them.  

Read up on subjects, attend training 
courses and be honest about what 
you do and don’t understand. Always 
treat people with respect and care 
and invite them to talk to you about 
their experiences. When you speak, 
always remember what you are 
saying could be deeply personal for 
someone listening. Remember there 
is often no easy, quick fix process for 
most people. Occasionally God brings 
instant healing – more often it takes 
time – even a whole lifetime.

Support people to get help 
and to know that life can be 
better 

Change and healing is possible. What 
we experience today may not be the 
same in the future and most people 
who experience difficulties do get 
better. Sometimes we can facilitate 
that change for people but more often 
than not we need to draw alongside 
people and encourage them to get 
help. Don’t be afraid to approach 
people, you may need to find a time 
that will work well. Do make sure you 
listen to them, hear what they have to 
say and do not judge them. Support 
them with access to information, to 

attend a GP appointment, or signpost 
them to external help. Have a list of 
people you can refer to. Look at how 
the church or other networks could 
be helpful to them. If someone is in 
danger, always act straight away 
(check your safeguarding policy).   

From personal experience, I know 
that when we hide away and don’t get 
the help we need, life becomes dark, 
distorted and stuck. I think the story of 
God’s perfect love, peace, healing and 
victory should be preached in a way 
that calls us out from hiding to bring 
our brokenness to him and allow it to 
meet with his wholeness. Life becomes 
lighter, clearer and unstuck when this 
happens. 

Finally, did my daughter actually 
notice me from the sides of the pool 
that night? You bet she did. Every now 
and then she would glance up and see 
me watching. We waved and she knew 
I was with her. Go and be with God’s 
people when you preach, meet women 
at wells and people wandering on the 
road of life, and ask them what they 
are talking about. Show them that God 
cares deeply about their stories too.

Talk about how brokenness 
is in all our stories 

From Genesis 3 onwards we see the 
story of brokenness flow from page 
to page. We see people who fail, carry 
shame, experience doubt, fear and 
worry; who feel alone; unlovable, who 
can be tempted and don’t always 
appear to be great people of faith. This 
is the human condition. It is normal. 
Followers of God are not superhuman 
– they are ordinary people like 
you and me looking to follow an 
extraordinary God. So talk about how, 
when life is painful and we find it 
tough, that actually places you in good 
company with some of the greatest, 
broken, people of faith. This approach 
will help to de-stigmatise poor mental 
health, and the idea of struggling. We 
can create a culture of normality – not 
so we stay as we are, but to allow us to 
move on from where we are. 

Talk about the God who 
constantly draws near

Within moments of the fall in Genesis, 
we see God drawing near as he calls to 
Adam and Eve in the garden. Here we 
see the God who pursues his creation, 
who keeps calling out to them, despite 
their brokenness. This God wants 
to bring healing, wholeness and 
salvation. This forms part of our story, 
weaving in and out of our lives like the 
air we breathe. This reminds us again 
that God isn’t distant in our struggles 
but closer to us than the heartbeat 
in our chest. He enters the Garden in 
Genesis, the manger in the Gospel and 
our lives at Pentecost. Seems like God 
is happy to be near us.  

Talk about the God who 
hasn’t finished with us yet 

Faith is a journey and we need to 
remember that God is at work in us, 
if we allow him to be. He is constantly 
transforming us. The key in life is to 
encourage people to allow him to do 
the transforming, by remaining in 

GOD ISN’T DISTANT IN OUR 
STRUGGLES BUT CLOSER TO 
US THAN THE HEARTBEAT IN 
OUR CHEST.
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WHAT DOES THIS INTERNET DEBATE  
TEACH US ABOUT PREACHING?

Yanny … or Laurel?
by Krish Kandiah

A number of theories have been 
put forward as to why we hear 
such different words from the 
same sound source. Professor 

David Alais from the University of 
Sydney’s school of psychology says the 
Yanny/Laurel sound is an example of 
a ‘perceptually ambiguous stimulus. 
If there is little ambiguity, the brain 
locks on to a single perceptual 
interpretation. Here, the Yanny/Laurel 
sound is meant to be ambiguous 
because each sound has a similar 
timing and energy content – so in 
principle it’s confusable.’

In other words, when your brain is not 
quite certain what it is hearing, it picks 
an interpretation and sticks to it. No 
matter how hard I tried I couldn’t hear 
Laurel. Professor Alais argues: ‘All of 
this goes to highlight just how much the 
brain is an active interpreter of sensory 
input, and thus that the external world 
is less objective than we like to believe.’ 
That’s a fascinating observation. 
Sometimes we don’t hear what is really 
there. Sometimes our brain brings 
a spin, an angle, an interpretation. 
I’d like to offer three ways in which 
this phenomenon offers preachers 
challenges and encouragements: 

1   Communication is  
not all about the speaker

The Yanny/Laurel debate shows us that 
response is not always determined by 
who is speaking but by who is listening. 
We all have people in our lives with 

whom we have been trying to share 
the gospel and no matter how 
winsomely or persuasively we put 
it, they just don’t seem to get it. 
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Another internet sensation is causing disputes 
around kitchen tables and student common 
rooms. Do you hear Yanny or Laurel? Everyone 
I have spoken to is very clear that they hear one 
rather than the other and struggles to believe that 
anyone can hear anything differently. Veteran 
preacher Tim Keller, the master of presenting the 
two most common opinions on a subject and then 
offering a third way forward, has even taken the 
unusual step of picking a side in this debate with a 
definitive tweet:  “Laurel” @timkellernyc1
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Sometimes in evangelism the response 
may be less about the effectiveness 
of the speaker and more about the 
receptivity of the listener. 

That would seem to be the idea behind 
Jesus’ parable of the sower which 
Jesus told to explain how different 
people responded differently to his 
preaching and demonstrating of the 
kingdom of God. But this is not an 
excuse for us to be lazy, deliberately 
offensive or irrelevant in our gospel 
communication. If Jesus himself saw 
responses to his preaching that varied 
from conversion to suppression, and 
from acceptance of Jesus as Lord to 
accusation that Jesus was Satan – then 
we should expect the same. In fact, we 
should be careful not to exalt preachers 
when it seems they are effective in their 
evangelism as the parable of the sower 
tells us that it could be a lot more about 
God’s work of preparation in the heart 
of the respondents. 

2   What seems obvious at first 
might need more attention

Everyone in our family hears Yanny, 
except that is for my second oldest son. 
It was hard for him that we all heard 
the opposite of what he did. It made 
him feel different. But without him in 
our home perhaps we would not have 
realised that it was possible to hear 
something else. Thinking about his 
experience as the outlier in our home 
made me realise that sometimes it 
is the apparently ‘awkward’ people 
in our churches – those who always 
seem to have the different perspective 
and alternative views – who may be 
just what God has gifted us leaders 
and preachers. It reminds me of Hans 

Christian Andersen’s famous parable 
of the Emperor’s New Clothes where 
a minority report from a young child 
helped the tricked and naked emperor 
see the truth. 

So as we approach Scripture, we need 
to remember that around the world 
and throughout history preachers 
have managed to come to some odd 
conclusions from reading the text. 
Whether it’s arguing for the racial 
separation of blacks and whites in 
South Africa, support for slavery, or 
the murdering of indigenous peoples in 
South America; in all of those terrible 
situations, the church read Scripture 
more in line with the prevailing cultural 
attitudes than the perspective of the 
kingdom of God. There were outlier 
Christians who, although often ignored, 
challenged the status quo. Sometimes 
by the grace of God, the alternative 
and counter-cultural understanding of 
Scripture, that people like Bonhoeffer 
and Wilberforce provided, ignited a 
movement for change and radical 
resistance. So even though it can be 
difficult, time-intensive and seemingly 
fruitless, we need to make space in our 
lives to hear the outliers, the awkwards 
and the contrarians in our churches.

3   What we communicate is 
not what is said but what 
is heard

Listening to the insistent voice 
repeating ‘Yanny/Laurel’ over and 
over again reminded me of the 
stereotypical British person abroad 
who doesn’t bother learning the 
native language but thinks that just 
repeating the English word over and 

over is going to eventually lead to 
him being understood. Too often 
preachers assume that because we 
understand what we are saying our 
congregations will too. I fear there 
are too many in our congregations 
who hear the word ‘singing’ 
whenever we talk about ‘worship’. 
Or who when we talk about ‘mission’ 
interpret this as something only for 
ex-pat workers with a missionary 
organisation. 

How are we checking whether people 
are really getting what we are talking 
about? What are the means by which 
you as a preacher know how you are 
being perceived and understood? 
Handshakes and smiles at the door 
of the church are not enough, but 
at least being available to people 
immediately after you have spoken is 
a starting point for connecting what 
you have said with what has been 
heard. Honest, loving and critical 
conversations throughout the week 
can help me complete the circle of 
communication and reception.

This fascinating audible enigma has 
started a lot of people talking about 
communication – the difference 
between listening and hearing. It has 
made me second guess and double 
check whether what I have written 
above is actually communicating 
what I really intended. What do you 
hear? What do you think? Can it help 
us preachers to take the opportunity 
to consider not just what we are 
saying in our preaching this week, but 
what is being heard and understood 
by those we are preaching to?
1.  twitter.com/timkellernyc/status/ 

997232538069368832?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw

I FEAR THERE ARE TOO MANY 
IN OUR CONGREGATIONS 
WHO HEAR THE WORD 
‘SINGING’ WHENEVER WE 
TALK ABOUT ‘WORSHIP’

THREE PASSAGES TO UNPACK

The Word on 
depression
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THREE PASSAGES TO UNPACK

The Word on 
depression

by Jo Swinney
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One of the most commonly stated reasons people with mental health issues 
struggle with church is the relentlessly upbeat tone from the pulpit and the 
song sheet. God has triumphed over sin and death and so will you! Praise 
the Lord! When you are already feeling like an abject failure, being reminded 
of the absence of joy in your salvation can take you into deeper darkness.
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W
hen did you last deliver or hear 
a sermon on Lamentations or 
Job? Have you lingered at the 
end of Jonah lately, or gone 

past the beginning of Acts where it’s 
all new and exciting to the bit where 
they start being martyred and fighting 
with each other? King David wrestled 
with doubt and despair; Hannah, the 
mother of the great priest Samuel, was 
utterly distraught by the long years 
of infertility (1 Samuel 1:7–10); and the 
apostle Paul at times ‘despaired of life 
itself’ (2 Corinthians 1:8). If we are not 
addressing the full range of human 
experience in our preaching and our 
sung worship, it is not because the Bible 
doesn’t give us material to work with. 

Here are three passages which weave 
together the twin realities of agonising 
suffering and the goodness, mercy and 
love of Emmanuel, God with us. 

EVEN THE BEST OF US
1 Kings 19
The story of Elijah is a powerful 
affirmation that God sees, uses and 
cares for us, even when we are at 
our lowest and most broken. The 
biblical picture of humanity has not 
been photoshopped and things get 
pretty blurry, chaotic and dark at this 
juncture, even as the glory of God 
flashes, flames from heaven illuminate 
the sky and false gods come crashing 
down. 

THIS GIANT OF THE FAITH IS AFRAID (19:3), SUICIDAL (19:4) 
AND EXHAUSTED (19:5). DEPRESSION, ANXIETY AND MENTAL 
ANGUISH ARE NOT SIGNS YOU ARE A BAD CHRISTIAN.

Elijah lived in the northern kingdom 
of Israel under King Ahab who, with 
his wife Jezebel, led the people into 
idolatry. Elijah is one of the greatest 
prophets and miracle workers in the 
Old Testament – he stopped the rain for 
three years, raised a widow’s son to life 
and parted the Jordan. 

In 1 Kings 19 Elijah is fresh from a 
literal and metaphorical mountain-
top experience on Mount Carmel – a 
stand-off with 450 prophets of Baal 
ending in a mass acknowledgement of 
the superiority of the God of Israel, fire 
from heaven, and a bloody massacre. 
He runs from the scene, faster than 
a horse, and then collapses; spent 
and miserable. This giant of the faith 
is afraid (19:3), suicidal (19:4) and 
exhausted (19:5). Depression, anxiety 
and mental anguish are not signs you 
are a bad Christian. 

Christians can be the worst at knowing 
how to help and what to say in the 
presence of a depressed person. Do 
they need to repent of sin? Perhaps 
God will heal them miraculously after 
a heartfelt prayer or two? The help 
God gives Elijah here is simple: food 
and water (19:6–8), his presence and 
calling (19:11), and someone to keep 
Elijah company and share his workload 
(19:15–21).

Elijah’s effectiveness for God doesn’t 
end under the lonely broom bush. There 
is more to be done and God plans to 
use Elijah to do it. People with shoddy 
mental health can wonder if they have 
anything to offer. They have and they 
need to hear that loud and clear from 

the pulpit. Preaching on this passage is 
one of the ways you can get the message 
across. 

WORSHIPPING FROM THE 
BOTTOM OF THE PIT
Psalm 42 and 43

Two questions: Can we worship when 
we are depressed, angry, in pain, 
despairing? And if we can, what does 
that look like? How do we do it? Psalm 42 
and 43 give a resounding yes in answer 
to the first question, and show that with 
suffering comes the potential for deeper, 
more intimate worship.   

Here we have a man who feels the 
absence of God painfully in his 
experience of suffering. Rather than 
accept the reality of the void, he 
throws himself into the pursuit of God’s 
presence: ‘My soul thirsts for God, for the 
living God. When can I go and meet with 
God?’ (42:2). If we are able to understand 
our need as being primarily for God (as 
opposed to alcohol, human acceptance, 
more money, or the other things we can 
use as temporary comfort) then our 
suffering has the potential to deepen our 
relationship with him.  

Second question: How do we worship in 
sadness? Let’s look at the characteristics 
of the psalmist’s worship in these two 
psalms. What stands out most vividly is 
his honesty. The author of these psalms 
is an example of breath-taking honesty. 
He is at rock bottom, tearful, downcast, 
disturbed, feeling forgotten and 
oppressed and even in physical pain. 
All these things he brings into his song. 

26
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Jo Swinney      
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speaker. Her first book, Through 
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God can take it. We might sometimes 
feel we need to put on a brave face to 
God. Many of us are taught to begin 
our prayers with a thank you. That 
might be good practice, but it can lead 
to pretence. It is acceptable to be real, 
and actually it is a bit absurd not to be, 
given that God knows the state of our 
hearts better than we do. If we start 
from where we really are, the process of 
communing with God may well move us 
to somewhere different, but for that to 
happen we must be relating truthfully 
with him from the outset.  

The psalmist also worships reverently. 
He never forgets who God is, and his 
awe and respect for God infuse the 
psalms. He calls him ‘the living God,’ 
‘the mighty one’, ‘the God of my life’, 
‘God my rock’, ‘God my stronghold.’ 
When we worship in sadness we 
mustn’t let our sadness obscure the 
reality of God’s greatness and majesty.

And he worships hopefully. He 
remembers the goodness of God in the 
past. Psalm 42:4 says ‘These things I 
remember as I pour out my soul: how 
I used to go to the house of God under 
the protection of the Mighty One’. In 
42:8 he acknowledges the comfort of 
God in the present: ‘By day the LORD 
directs his love, at night his song is with 
me’ and shored up by these thoughts, 
he has confidence to ask for God in 
43:3 to ‘send me your light and your 
faithful care, let them lead me, let 
them bring me to your holy mountain.’ 
I know that without doubt all of us 
will have evidence in our lives of God’s 
faithfulness and love and presence. 
It is a good practice to bring these to 
mind regularly, and to let them give 
us confidence to ask him to help us 
through times of trouble.

Lastly, he worships with discipline. 
He takes himself firmly in hand, and 
commands himself to ‘put your hope 
in God’, (43:5) to continue to praise 
him whatever the reality he faces, and 
however much the evidence seems to 
point to God’s abandonment. There are 
times when we will have to worship out 
of obedience rather than an overflow 
of joy and love. God remains the 

same, and he is just as worthy of our 
adoration and worship when we are 
sad as when we are joyful.

THE LONG VIEW
Revelation 21:1-5

One of the most biting satires ever 
written was the seventeenth century 
French philosopher Voltaire’s novel 
Candide, in which the eponymous 
hero continues to declare ‘all is for the 
best in this best of all possible worlds’ 
in the face of extreme and mounting 
evidence to the contrary. False hope 
is no hope at all. Drowning people 
have no use for platitudes – they need 
something to hold onto that will stop 
them sinking beneath the water. The 
desire to comfort is commendable, 
but make sure the comfort you offer 
has substance. Some will never in this 
life be well, dogged to their death by 
debilitating depression, perhaps at 
their own hand. Some relationships 
won’t be restored. Some grief will 
never fade. All might not be for the 
best and suggesting it will be is 
unhelpful at the least and has the 
potential to undermine faith in a 
good God. 

This is not to say there is no comfort 
to offer. The Bible is as much as 
anything a story of comfort: the story 
of a God who sees and hears and 
rescues. God is with us in deep waters 
and fiery furnaces (Isaiah 42:3). He 
gives us sustenance in the valley of 
the shadow of death (Psalm 23:5). He 
knows what it is to be abandoned, 
betrayed and in physical and 
emotional agony (Matthew 27:46). His 
Spirit brings incomprehensible peace 
(Philippians 4:7). 

And then there is the Great Hope, the 
final redemption, the eternal joy and 
wholeness and glory of heaven. This 
is what makes the story make sense. 
This is why we press on, one foot after 
another, day after day as best we can. 

Most people today won’t have read 
much apocalyptic literature. We 
don’t have an intuitive feel for how 
it works and so it can be confusing 

or alienating. The book of Revelation 
is a riot of colours, images and 
pronouncements that scholars and 
lay-readers alike have struggled to 
interpret over the centuries, but we 
are poorer without it and it deserves 
its place in our canon.

AND THEN THERE IS THE 
GREAT HOPE, THE FINAL 
REDEMPTION, THE ETERNAL 
JOY AND WHOLENESS AND 
GLORY OF HEAVEN. THIS IS 
WHAT MAKES THE STORY 
MAKE SENSE. THIS IS WHY WE 
PRESS ON AS BEST WE CAN.

Writing to early followers of Christ 
undergoing unimaginable suffering 
for their faith, John’s vision of 
heaven is a reminder of what the 
world will be like under the complete 
reign of its king, when ‘the old 
order of things has passed away’ 
(Revelation 21:4). As Paul wrote, 
‘For now we see only a reflection as 
in a mirror; then we shall see face 
to face. Now I know in part; then I 
shall know fully, even as I am fully 
known’ (1 Corinthians 13:12). The 
reality of God’s kingdom is for today; 
his presence is a current reality. 
But there is more to come, so much 
more. Hold up this hope from your 
pulpit. Preach on heaven. Call your 
hearers to engage their imaginations 
and their hearts in what God has 
‘prepared for those who love him’ (1 
Corinthians 2:9). There will be an end 
of all suffering – we just need to hold 
on a little longer.
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Check your  
mental health

by Andre Radmall

I am a preacher. In my career I have also been an actor, psychotherapist, life 
coach and writer. All these occupations have their own challenges but the 
pressure of being a preacher can be unique. The mental health of the preacher 
is not always sufficiently considered, least of all by the preacher themselves.

MENTAL HEALTH
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Check your  
mental health

P
reaching is a potentially life-
changing activity and occupies 
a unique space at the horizon of 
God’s Word and the lives of those 

we speak to. My approach to preaching 
is to include some reference to my own 
life, experience and thought. I know 
there is an argument for preachers to 
take themselves out of the message, 
but I believe we cannot help but bring 
ourselves into play when we stand 
before others. At the very least, people 
will hear an implicit message from our 
appearance, posture, tone of voice and 
energy.

It is because as preachers we bring so 
much of ourselves into our work that 
I think we need to pay attention to our 
own mental health. So I am going to 
outline a few danger signs to watch 
out for and some things we can do 
about them.

LET’S TALK ABOUT BURNOUT
The biggest risk for preachers is 
burnout. This can creep up on us 
without us noticing. The signs of 
burnout are: increased lethargy; stress; 
irritability; negative thoughts about 
yourself or your work; fearfulness; 
and even a growing sense of being a 
‘fake’. At the heart of this is a profound 
exhaustion. Unfortunately it is possible 
to keep going for some time, even if 
we are running on empty. This may 
seem like dedication but is in fact a 
form of self-destructiveness. A lot of 
the symptoms of burnout may seem 
to be part of the ‘normal’ working 
pattern. We all get tired sometimes 
or have a bad day. Burnout happens 
when the bad day becomes a bad 
week, a bad month. Eventually this can 
lead to depression and overwhelming 
symptoms of stress.

One of the causes of burnout is multi-
tasking. Pastors are particularly 
prone to this. Research shows that 
neurologically, our brains are not 
designed to multi-task. In fact, being 
able to do simultaneous tasks is a 
myth. What actually happens is that we 
switch very quickly between different 
streams of thought. These multiple 
switches exhaust the brain and rapidly 
deplete energy. So one thing we can 
implement to avoid burnout is to limit 
the amount of switching we do between 

different activities. Some of this can 
be achieved by diary planning where 
we allocate different parts of the week 
to specific focused activity. Of course 
we may have to respond to unforeseen 
issues but this should be the exception. 
This is an issue whether or not you work 
for a church. I have had to balance 
preaching with a private therapy and 
coaching practice and a film production 
company. This takes planning! 

It is also very important to take a 
sabbath rest in which we do absolutely 
nothing for a day. I find this very 
difficult. Even reading a book can lead 
to me taking notes for a project I have 
in development. Try to do nothing but 
eat well, go for walks and have fun 
with loved ones. On a day-to-day basis, 
it could be helpful to punctuate the  
day with mini-breaks, even of five 
minutes. It can also be helpful to have 
a trusted friend to pray with at the 
start of the day.

HANDLING FEEDBACK
As preachers, another thing to look out 
for is allowing ourselves to be defined 
by the reaction of our listeners. It is 
normal to want approval from others 
but if we become over-reliant on this, 
it can compromise our sense of peace 
and balance, particularly if people seem 
unhappy about some aspect of our 
preaching. It is particularly hazardous 
if we have linked our sense of identity 
to the role of preacher. This can lead to 
stress, anxiety and even depression. This 
can be counteracted by ‘self-coaching’ 
and taking time out every day to be still 
and notice what thoughts and feelings 
we are experiencing. If there are feelings 
of loneliness, stress or anxiety, they 
would be picked up in these times. Doing 
some deep breathing and taking time to 
be quiet in the presence of God can be 
very helpful.

It is also essential to have a friend or 
spiritual director to process some of 
the feelings that may come up. This 
process makes it less likely that we’ll be 
disproportionately affected by external 
approval . 

Once this emotional aspect of the work 
has been done, it may be easier to come 
back to core questions relating to the 
text and the focus for preaching. 

Andre Radmall     
Andre worked in mental health and as an actor before 
becoming ordained as a vicar in the Anglican church. 
He has worked as a psychotherapist and 
taught theology and counselling for seven 
years at London School of Theology. He 
is the author of Insight into Addiction 
(CWR). Andre preaches regularly at  
St Pauls in St Albans and is  
currently working on a book 
about storytelling and drama.

CHECKLIST FOR 
PREACHERS
Helpful things to do to stay 
mentally healthy.

  Maintain friendships 
with people outside the 
congregation.
  Take regular and planned  
rest times (a sabbath is  
non-negotiable even if it’s  
on a Monday), protect your 
rest times.
  Be your own coach and take 
time to notice feelings and 
thoughts before they build up 
into stress.
  Plan carefully to avoid multi-
tasking.
  Set clear boundaries about 
what you can and cannot do – 
don’t try to be all things to all 
people. Use the word ‘No.’
  Have trusted advisors 
(spiritual directors or coaches 
or therapists) who will listen 
without judgment and pray; be 
completely honest with them 
about struggles and anxieties.
  It is essential to take some 
form of regular exercise, 
preaching can be rather 
cerebral and static. Exercise 
is now being prescribed by 
GPs as an effective treatment 
for depression. I would 
recommend exercising at least 
three times a week.
  If stress becomes 
unmanageable, seek help from 
your GP.

MENTAL HEALTH
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Transforming 
community

by Kathleen Loughlin and Bob Bartindale

When Pat, a Methodist lay worker, met Paul, a 
member of the Borough Council Health Improvement 
team, the outcome was to transform their Salford 
neighbourhood. Paul was starting a men’s health 
group for those facing physical and mental challenges. 
Pat was wondering how the church could help local 
people in one of the most health-deprived, crime-
ridden communities in the UK. She also knew that 
Cleggs Lane Methodist Church was on the brink of 
closure. The meeting led to a defiantly innovative 
partnership between the church’s tiny, ageing 
membership and a group of self-declared ‘misfits’ in 
need of refuge. Ten years on, and the result has been 
nothing short of transformation. 

E
very Friday morning a growing 
number of men began to meet in 
the hall at Cleggs Lane Methodist 
Church hall. They ranged in age 

from 19-70 and brought with them 
physical and mental challenges from 
epilepsy to depression, addiction 
to autism. Paul’s determination to 
start the group, and the church’s 
commitment to support it, came from 
seeing how few men actually seek help 
or medical treatment. Many end up 
isolated, unemployed and spiralling 
into increasingly debilitating ill health.

It took three weeks for Paul to persuade 
new arrival, Arnie, to travel from the 
church’s front door into the meeting 
hall. The death of five of his children 
from a genetic disorder before their 

All photos by Mike DuBose, UMNS, December 2017.

Sean waters strawberry plants in the greenhouse. Sean had stepped away from a Christmas 
party at the church to tend the plants and is still wearing his holiday hat.

Church members, volunteers and community members gather 
for fellowship and a meal at the twice-weekly community café.
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Transforming 
community

ninth birthdays had plunged Arnie into 
deep depression. Osteoarthritis in his 
legs from a lifetime of working outside 
lost him his job and further chipped 
away at his sense of self-worth. Fellow 
group member, Craig, had suffered 
with epilepsy all of his 29 years. It kept 
him virtually trapped in his home, 
missing out on education, work and 
friendships.

Some Fridays the meetings dealt 
directly with health issues within the 
group: addiction, depression, and other 
disabling conditions. Other weeks 
members simply played board games, 
went for walks or just enjoyed each 
other’s company. There was always 
food though – plates stacked high with 
hot buttered toast.

25-year-old Gary had always lived with 
motor skills disabilities and autism. 
He barely spoke when he first came to 
the group and couldn’t look a soul in 
the eye. Eventually he was able to take 
charge of the tea and toast. Watching 
Gary and Craig joking with men more 
than twice their age – who have lived 
through their own challenges, pain and 
isolation – helped all these men feel 
less alone and more supported in their 
struggles.

‘This group changed my life,’ said Craig. 
‘It got me out of the house, mixing 

with people and built my confidence.’ 
Without fail, the men said the support 
and friendship of those who share an 
understanding of what they’ve been 
through kept them coming back. That, 
and a deep down good feeling that 
came when they were able to help 
someone else in the group.

‘I feel fantastic at times when I leave 
here,’ said Stuart who took on a 
leadership role in the group for a 
period. He confessed that there was 
a time when he hit rock bottom, 
estranged from children, unemployed, 
severely depressed and barely able 
to walk to the shop for a packet of 
cigarettes. Then, the notion he might 
actually do something valuable for 
someone else was inconceivable.

The Friday meetings spawned a 
Thursday gardening group whose 
members painstakingly cleared the 
derelict church grounds, turning them 
into a vegetable garden providing fresh 
produce for the community café.

The Rev Philip Brooks, who was the 
church’s pastor when the Men’s Health 
Group began, saw the group as part 
of a holistic approach to ministry. ‘The 
whole experience opened the church 
up,’ he observed. ‘Others in the local 
community saw what was going on 
and said “Here’s a church that accepts 

people as they are.” For me this is a 
model of service mission.’

But it’s been a learning process for 
all involved. Church members were 
hesitant about opening their doors 
to a bunch of guys with a history 
of debilitating physical and mental 
illness, who didn’t show up on Sunday 
mornings. But over time things 
changed and church members and 
group members got to know and invest 
in each other. Looking back at a time 
when the church members had voted 
to close the doors at Cleggs Lane, Philip 
marvelled at the unexpected road 
they travelled together as partners 
and pilgrims. The church is now in 
partnership with the local United Re-
formed Church, with a real prospect of 
funding for a new community centre 
with worship space on the site. The 
work of transformation continues.

(A version of this article can be seen 
at ‘Amazing Gifts: Stories of Faith, 
Disability and Inclusion’, Alban Institute 
Press, US, 2012 by Kathleen LaCamera.)

Kathleen Loughlin and Bob Bartindale     
Rev Kathleen LaCamera Loughlin is a United Methodist 
who serves as a specialist mental health chaplain for 
the Greater Manchester Mental Health Trust of the 
National Health Service. 

Bob Bartindale is Officer for Worship and Local 
Preachers, The Methodist Church. 

BOB BARTINDALE WRITES
I encountered Cleggs Lane 
when I was researching how 
churches could best engage 
with community mental health. 
I find myself being increasingly 
direct in my preaching about 
the challenges of exclusion and 
deprivation, and the urgency of 
our mission with those who are 
marginalised. More and more, 
I draw on inspirational stories 
like those from Cleggs Lane. The 
gospel of hope is transforming 
lives in my home city, and it’s 
happening through simple 
human kindness, empowered by 
the grace of God.

Patricia (centre) with Rev Kathleen LaCamera (left) and 
Andy Hodgkins at the community café. Andy is chair of the 
community garden and workshop. 
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COLUMNIST  CALVIN SAMUEL

What’s the point of preaching?

was also his spoken words on freedom 
which led to his assassination. His 
contemporary successor as youngest 
recipient of that august prize, Malala 
Yousafzai, survived her assassination 
attempt, but was targeted by those who 
wished to silence her voice advocating 
freedom and equality for girls.

Preaching is of course far more than 
the power of the human spoken 
word. It is also the expounding of 
God’s Word, which makes it all the 
more potent and transformative and 
therefore essential in an increasingly 
complex world in which people are in 
need of discovering that true freedom 
that can only be found in Christ.

I believe in preaching as one of the 
most effective means by which we 
communicate the message that 
God has given because it allows the 
preacher to relate Scripture directly 
to the everyday lives of those who 
need to hear God’s life-giving Word. 
Through new technologies and social 
media, we have new opportunities to 
reach wider potential audiences which 
means that preaching that engages, 
inspires, challenges and transforms 
can influence more people than ever 
before. For these reasons the sermon 
cannot be replaced. As long as God 
continues to communicate to his 
people, preaching will remain.

At London School of Theology 
(LST) we continue to believe in the 
transformative power of preaching 
God’s Word. We long for effective 

W
e can see this sentiment in 
some churches. The sermon 
is rebadged ‘the talk’ or is 
relegated to a secondary 

position after great music and cool 
smoke machines and stage lighting. 
I’m convinced that excellent music 
can enhance our worship, indeed 
we offer programmes in Theology 
Music and Worship, and I confess a 
partiality to smoke machines. They 
are merely a contemporary version 
of what our forebears attempted to 
do using incense, which can be traced 
back to Old Testament practice. 

Do we still need preaching? Isn’t preaching a relic of a 
bygone age? Surely, gone are the days of Billy Graham rallies 
when thousands flocked to hear the great man preach in 
places like Wembley Stadium. Gone are the days of the great 
British preachers such as CH Spurgeon of the nineteenth 
century or George Whitfield and John Wesley of the 
eighteenth century. Surely preaching has had its day.

Rev Dr Calvin Samuel is the principal of London 
School of Theology. He is a Methodist minister and 
previously served as Academic Dean of St John’s 
College and Director of Wesley Study Centre.

Calvin Samuel

I BELIEVE IN PREACHING 
AND IN THE POWER OF THE 
SPOKEN WORD WHICH HAS 
THE CAPACITY TO CHANGE 
OUR PERSPECTIVE AND 
TRANSFORM THE WORLD.

sermons that captivate the heart, 
illumine the mind and function as 
conduits of Godly wisdom. We at LST 
are proud to partner with Preach 
magazine to support the Sermon 
of the Year in working together to 
highlight the enduring importance 
of the spiritual discipline of 
preaching.

Nonetheless, I believe in preaching 
and in the power of the spoken word 
which has the capacity to change our 
perspective and transform the world. 
In this year, when we mark the fiftieth 
anniversary of the assassination of 
celebrated preacher and civil rights 
leader Rev Dr Martin Luther King, 
let’s never forget that it was the 
power of his spoken words which led 
to him becoming the then youngest 
recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize. It 

SERMON OF THE YEAR 2018

The Sermon of the Year is run 
as a partnership between 
Preach magazine and the 
London School of Theology. The 
2018 theme was Be Set Free 
and four finalists preached 
their sermons at a live judging 
event in June this year. The 
judges were Antony Billington, 
Anne Calver, Krish Kandiah 
and Chloe Lynch. So no chance 
of a walkover! Each sermon 
was delivered with inspiration 
and passion to an attentive, 
enthusiastic audience of 150 
people in the chapel at LST.

The winning sermon was 
preached by Lydia Lee and you 
can read her sermon in full on 
the following pages.

Be Set Free:
Why are you afraid?
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Be Set Free:
Why are you afraid?

by Lydia Lee, Sermon of the Year 2018 winner
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MATTHEW 8:23-27
I’m yet to meet a person who has never felt even the smallest momentary flicker 
of fear in their life. Everyone has a fear of something. It could be spiders, small 
spaces, public speaking – any fear is possible. It’s normal to feel fear from time 
to time and sometimes it’s pretty useful to feel afraid – your body prepares 
you to either fight or leg it. But what about when, instead of fear lasting a 
few moments, it unpacks its bags and settles in for the long haul? What about 
when it starts to dictate how you live your life? Fear has the potential to hold 
us captive and stop us living in the fullness of life that Christ called us to. Fear 
came straight in after the fall – Adam told God he was afraid because he was 
naked. Yet the Bible is constantly telling us not to be afraid – 365 times to be 
exact. God doesn’t want us to live a life of fear – he wants us to be set free. 

SERMON OF THE YEAR 2018
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I want to look at how we can be set 
free from living a life of fear and 
live a life of fullness. This has been 
a journey I’ve been on (and still 

am on) and I’m going to share some 
of my own story and look at a story 
in the Bible to help us unpack what 
we should do in the face of fear so 
that we might be set free. 

One of my favourite Bible stories 
is in Matthew 8, where Jesus is on 
a boat with his disciples. After a 
day’s preaching, Jesus falls asleep, 
and then a huge unexpected storm 
blows up around the boat, and the 
disciples are terrified. Many of them 
were fishermen, they must have 
sailed in all sorts of conditions, 
but this storm scared them, which 
tells us how extreme it was. They 
panicked and they woke up Jesus, 
yelling ‘We’re all going to die!’ Jesus 
then asks them the question ‘Why 
are you afraid?’

This seems to me a rather ridiculous 
question. It must have been 
obvious why they were afraid. In 
fact, I expect Jesus had to roar 
the question over the sound of the 
wind howling, whilst trying not to 
fall over from the waves rocking 
the boat so violently. But he still 
asks them why they are afraid. To 
me, their fear seemed completely 
rational – they were facing death 
by shipwreck. But look at who they 
were on the boat with. The creator – 
the one who has authority over the 
whole earth, he was on board! You 
would think me ridiculous if I was 
going to tea at Mary Berry’s house 
and I packed my own sandwiches 
and cake – there would be no need. 
The creator was on the boat with 
them in the storm – there was no 
need to be afraid. 

Then he tells the waves to be still 
and tells the wind to shut up, and the 
disciples are left amazed wondering 
what kind of a man they were sharing 
a boat with. By calming the storm, 
Jesus gives them a glimpse of who he 
is. The significance of the storm pales 
in comparison to the significance of 
who Jesus is. The problem with fear, is 
that we focus so much on the fear, and 
we lose sight of Jesus and what he has 
the power to do. This happened in my 
life and I’m going to share a bit of that 
with you now.

When I was younger, I was an avid 
Famous Five reader. And I longed 
to go on adventures, and find secret 
passages and piles of gold and 
apprehend criminals. I wanted to 
be like George, the fierce tomboy 
who wasn’t afraid of anything. I 
even begged to have my hair cut 
as short as possible in order to be 
just like her, and unfortunately, we 
still have photographic evidence of 
this. But as I grew older, the more I 
realised that I was not like George. 
An adventure weekend when I was 10 
soon confirmed this, as in the morning 
I froze whilst abseiling and had to be 
hoisted back up, and in the afternoon 
got three steps into a pothole before 
turning on my heel and bolting back 
to the safety of the outside. I began 
to realise that I was an Anne, rather 
than a George. I was more likely to run 
away from any sort of adventure than 
I was to embrace it.  

The older I got, the more anxious I 
became. When I was 17, my anxieties 
suddenly spiralled right out of control. 
I would wake up feeling sick, with 
awful pains in my stomach. Leaving 
the house became a daily battle, one 
which I was regularly defeated by. 
I developed obsessive compulsive 
disorder as a coping strategy, trying 
desperately to claw back some control 
over my life. I was a mess. 

I’ve been a Christian from a very 
young age and at this point that 
hadn’t changed. I still went to church 
(when I could manage to leave the 
house), I still prayed, I still knew Jesus 

had died for me. But I certainly wasn’t 
living my life in the fullness of freedom 
God had called me to. Galatians 5:1 
says ‘It is for freedom that Christ has 
set us free. Stand firm, then, and do 
not let yourselves be burdened again 
by a yoke of slavery’. I was literally 
a slave to fear. Yet Christ calls us 
into freedom through His death and 
resurrection. I really wanted to be set 
free – I didn’t want to live my life in 
this way. 

In the story of Jesus calming the 
storm, the key moment for me is not 
when Jesus calms the storm or when 
the storm blows up, but the moment 
where the disciples go and wake Jesus 
up. In their hour of need, they turned 
to the one who they believed could 
save them. 

That’s exactly what I did the night 
before an A-Level module exam. I was 
in meltdown mode, and I couldn’t 
stop washing my hands. I hated how 
anxious I was and I cried out to God. I 
didn’t cry out for healing, what I cried 
out for was that God would tell me if 
it was OK to stop washing my hands. 
I was frightened to fight against the 
obsession, so in that moment that was 
my prayer. Tell me if I can stop. I went 
downstairs and into the kitchen and 
the first thing my eye fell on was a box 
of Persil washing powder stood on 
the side and on the front of the box, in 
huge red letters, read the slogan ‘Dirt 
is good.’ At that very moment, God 
answered my specific prayer, He spoke 
into my situation. 

Jesus never pushes in. He stayed 
asleep so the disciples had the choice 
to wake him up or not. Revelation 3:20 
says this ‘Here I am! I stand at the 
door and knock. If anyone hears my 
voice and opens the door, I will come 
in and eat with that person, and they 
with me.’ Jesus isn’t one for pushing in 
uninvited. He waited for the disciples 
to ask. He waits for us to ask. He waits 
for us to choose him. 

After Jesus calms the storm, the 
disciples aren’t left saying ‘What a 
terrible storm’, they are left saying 
‘What a man – creation obeys him!’ 

SERMON OF THE YEAR 2018

BUT WHAT ABOUT WHEN, 
INSTEAD OF FEAR LASTING A 
FEW MOMENTS, IT UNPACKS 
ITS BAGS AND SETTLES IN FOR 
THE LONG HAUL?



When we turn to Jesus in the midst 
of our storms, our focus shifts from 
staring at the storm to staring at 
God. If we are looking at him, then 
we aren’t looking at the storm. If 
we are overwhelmed by his perfect 
love, which in 1 John 4 promises to 
cast out all fear, then we stop being 
overwhelmed by the storm. As the 
song goes ‘Turn your eyes upon Jesus, 
look full in his wonderful face, and the 
things of earth will grow strangely 
dim, in the light of his glory and 
grace.’ 

After the Persil box revelation, I wasn’t 
suddenly healed, I still washed my 
hands far too often, I still worried 
and I still felt sick. But my focus was 
no longer on the storm, it was on the 
God who was with me in it. And bit by 
bit I began to recover. I still have my 
anxious spells but I know that God 
is with me in the boat, and I make 
sure that I turn my eyes upon him, 
rather than staring out at the storm. 
It’s in doing that, that we can be set 
free from our fears, as the troubles 
around us grow dim in comparison 
to the glory of the one who made us, 
the one who loves us and the one 
who promises to never leave us. Only 
through looking at him can we be set 
free from fear.
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THE PROBLEM WITH FEAR, IS THAT 
WE FOCUS SO MUCH ON THE FEAR, 
AND WE LOSE SIGHT OF JESUS AND 
WHAT HE HAS THE POWER TO DO.

WHEN WE TURN TO JESUS IN 
THE MIDST OF OUR STORMS, 
OUR FOCUS SHIFTS FROM 
STARING AT THE STORM TO 
STARING AT GOD.

Lydia Lee     
Lydia Lee is the winner of the Sermon of the Year 
2018. Lydia worked as a primary 
school teacher up until last 
summer and now works for 
her church where she runs 
the community coffee 
shop which she set up. 
She helps plan all-age 
services and has been 
preaching for five years.
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OUTSTANDING
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LIFE IS TOO SHORT  
TO SPEND TIME ON 

THIS BOOK 

SHOULD NEVER HAVE 
BEEN WRITTEN

PERFECTLY OK BUT NOT 
VERY EXCITING
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JOHN GRIFFITHS

Eugene Peterson once wrote that reading a novel is one of the 
more serious activities open to a pastor because the Gospel 
is the story of salvation to a particular people in a particular 
place. We use non-fiction at our peril to universalise it. Which is 
why Phoebe is such an interesting departure for Bible scholar 
Paula Gooder who has used narrative to place Phoebe in Rome, 
delivering Paul’s letter to the Romans. Paula Gooder is adamant 
that she has not written a novel. That is only partially true. You 
can’t create a character with a narrative without setting out 
an explicit motive (delivering the letter), a hidden motive that 
emerges from Phoebe’s backstory and an emerging motive 
that drives the rest of the story. But the Bible scholar’s focus is 
different from the novelist. 

The easiest way to describe it is as if you read Romans 16 
purely from the explanatory notes describing the personalities 
referenced. Using storytelling, Phoebe’s world grows organically 
from Romans 16 to the rest of the epistle, with some references 
to other parts of the New Testament as well. And what a rich 
world it is: a world where slaves borrow their masters’ houses 
for church meetings, where money is collected daily for the 
poor and each house church has a different character to the 
others. It covers the importance of patronage and obligation; the 
transformational power of adoption or being freed from slavery; 
and the way in which slaves could rise to prominence or reinvent 
themselves as is only possible in a huge city. Gooder wisely keeps 
Paul in the background as a distant but disruptive voice whose 
opinions are constantly debated.  

I wish she had made more of the contrasts between the Asian 
Christians, the Greeks and the Romans rubbing shoulders in 
the capital, and how they managed to live alongside Jews and 
Jewish Christians, on whom they were so dependent for the 
Scriptures. But that is to show how effective this way of doing 
Bible is, to help us understand the questions the apostle Paul 
is answering. These questions are very different from those 
asked by Western Christians, for whom church is often a leisure 
time activity, and whose surplus income is used to subsidise 
professional clergy and dedicated sacred spaces. The good news 
of Jesus Christ sets us free. But the context has to be read more 
deeply than the footnotes in your Bible. If you are looking for a 
way to refresh the way you read Paul, then Phoebe is a great 
place to start. 

Phoebe   
A story 
Paula Gooder (Hodder & Stoughton, 2018) 
RRP £14.99

 

USING STORYTELLING, 
PHOEBE’S WORLD GROWS 
ORGANICALLY FROM ROMANS 
16 TO THE REST OF THE EPISTLE, 
WITH SOME REFERENCES TO 
OTHER PARTS OF THE NEW 
TESTAMENT AS WELL



38 REVIEWS

ALAN RASHLEIGH

This timely and eminently readable 
volume invites us to address the 
urgent question of ‘Who is my 
neighbour?’, in a world where many 
of us do not love our neighbours 
and don’t know how we should 
welcome the ‘stranger’.

The book consists of 14 essays based 
on a lecture series at St Martin-
in-the-Fields. The contributors 
are theologians, scholars, clergy, 
politicians and aid workers, and 

they try to answer the question by looking at and using a 
whole range of differing perspectives.

They examine what the injunction means in today’s world, 
especially with its bearing on the effects of poverty, conflict, 
discrimination, and migration, as well as the fallout from 
political upheavals.

Whilst the reader may not agree with all of the views 
expressed, it is worth reading to gain insights into those 
views. To illustrate this, the essay by Stanley Hauerwas,  
My Neighbour, President Trump, contains the apposite 
phrase which will resonate with many, ‘God knows it is hard 
to take Donald Trump seriously, but I think it is a mistake 
to ignore him or more important to ignore the people that 
support him. Trump has given voice to an unease that is 
widespread at this time in our culture.’

Other contributors include Luke Bretherton, who writes about 
Politics as a form of neighbour love, as well as about the 
marginalised women in the Bible (Ruth, Tamar and Rahab).

Shulamit Ambalu considers the Torah and the answers it 
provides.

Justin Welby looks at The cost of reconciliation, and the way 
in which we are identified and identify others. He offers some 
practical advice on developing reconciliation.

Brendan Cox illustrates his essay with the story of Helder 
Camara, who famously said that when he fed the poor, he 
was called a saint, yet when asked why the poor had no 
food, he was called a communist. That statement is worth 
exploring!

As I write this review, it is exactly one year since the bombing 
at the Manchester Arena. A great deal has been said and 
done by those affected, which is an example to us all to 
reflect on our personal answers to ‘Who is my neighbour?’

Who is my neighbour? 
The global and personal challenge
Edited by Richard Carter and Samuel Wells 
(SPCK, 2018)
RRP £9.99

 

RICHARD LITTLEDALE

To me, Nigel Wright is a spiritual 
grandee – a man whose spiritual 
stature, intellectual understanding 
and wit I have admired since the day 
I first met him when I was a nervous 
prospective ministry candidate. In this 
regard, the book does not disappoint. 
It reads like the mature reflection of 
a finely-tuned theological mind laced 
with enough wit and humility to gain 
the reader’s interest.

Nigel states that the book is intended 
for four different audiences. These are: those exploring a call to 
ministry, those training for such a call, those exercising church 
ministry and those retiring from it. Although this is a wide 
brief, it fulfils it well. Where the book is less successful, I feel, is 
the attempt to ‘translate’ the insights for those of all different 
church traditions. Nigel is a Baptist – and his most profound 
insights are drawn from that tradition.

Those Baptist-honed insights, though, are worth their weight in 
gold. Nigel is a past master of pithy theological insight and he 
does not disappoint here. Consider this description, for instance, 
of the call to preach: ‘the task of ministry is to render God’s 
word’. Only a minister and theologian of Nigel’s standing could 
write the following description of ministry: ‘The long obedience 
means holding to Jesus Christ without diminution, addition or 
compromise.’ If I could sum the book up, it would be that it is 
an extended defence of and call for integrity in every aspect of 
ministry. After serving as a Baptist minister for over 30 years, I 
found much in these pages to make me think, reflect and pray.

As well as dealing with aspects of call and training, Nigel also 
writes about the many and varied facets of church ministry – 
from weekly services and pastoral visiting, to occasional offices, 
conflict resolution and continuing ministerial development. The 
book is unique amongst those I have ever read on ministry in 
that it also talks about how, and whether to bring a ministry to 
an end. This truly is a comprehensive account.

I cannot think of any stage of ministry at which I would not 
recommend this book. I have just completed it as an experienced 
minister, and I am about to lend it to a young man who is 
contemplating the first inklings of a call to church ministry. 
I leave you with one of Nigel’s typically rich, but elegant, 
descriptions of what ministry is all about:

‘A habitual disposition of prayerful availability to God through 
Jesus Christ and in the Spirit.’

If you seek such a disposition, have lost it, or even need to lay it 
down – I commend this book to you.

How to be a church minister
Nigel Wright (BRF, 2018) 
RRP £10.99
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VICKI COOK

The Art of Daily Resilience is 
a wonderfully practical read. 
Debbie Duncan has drawn 
on her experience as a nurse 
practitioner and on difficult 
times in her personal life, and 
combined both with biblical 
truths. The result is a holistic, 
pragmatic book packed full of 
insight for the reader to take 
steps to become more resilient in 
daily life and their walk with God. 

Debbie acknowledges the interaction of body, soul and 
mind and the book then considers each one in turn, 
with three sections looking at our physical, mental and 
spiritual resilience. This is far more than a ‘how to’ text 
book: Debbie’s starting point is her own experience of 
times of real difficulty. Her message, however, is one of 
the life-giving hope that she has found in Christ: how 
she has learnt to lean into God when life has been a 
struggle, sometimes when God has felt far away. There 
are nuggets of wisdom, reminders of God’s promises 
to us and interesting reflections peppered throughout, 
making this a book you want to refer back to. Each 
chapter is helpfully concluded with a prayer to aid 
reflection and to encourage the reader to take the first 
step of committing their concerns to God. 

For me, the real strength of the book were the chapters 
in the third section ‘Increasing Our Spiritual Resilience’ 
and the positive way the book concludes, reminding 
us that we are living under God’s promise, not under 
a cloud. As we allow God’s Spirit to work in us, he will 
change us, not break us. 

This book would be a helpful read to anyone in need of 
a reminder of how God is at work for good in our lives, 
even when we can’t see it, and how making changes to 
our physical, mental and spiritual health can equip us to 
persevere through difficult times.

The Art of Daily Resilience: 
How to develop a durable spirit
Debbie Duncan (Monarch, 2017)
RRP £7.99

 

JILL ROTH

Psalm 86 verse 11 asks ‘Give me 
an undivided heart’…  and Lucy 
Mills writes that there is ‘a deeper 
longing beyond what’s on the 
surface of our lives – spurring us 
on to weave a story greater than 
we could ever perceive possible’. 
Undivided Heart follows Lucy 
Mills’s Forgetful Heart published in 
April 2014. Lucy also writes poetry, 
prayers, worship material and 
Christian articles.

The foreword to her latest book begins with a series of 
questions: 

‘What do I say? How do I explain myself to you, in one easy 
statement? My life is full of secrets; even I don’t know them 
all. Am I the actions I take? The words I use? The labels I 
wear?’

Who are you? Who are you in Christ? I believe these 
questions can be answered by slowly working through 
this well-written book, which will help us to find purpose 
and meaning in our lives, joining up the dots. Then all 
of life will be lived in the light of who we are in Christ, 
without distraction from who or what the world says 
we are. Mills says ‘we swing between elation at God’s 
revealing and heartbreak at God’s hiding … we’re told of 
our identity in Christ, but the words don’t always sink in.’ 
She adds that the journey of discovery can be a painful 
process, as we’re torn in two by trying to follow opposing 
directions; i.e. often spending life searching, longing for 
meaning and taking short-term rewards that don’t satisfy 
for long. There is only one true way forward and that is to 
follow Christ to find complete satisfaction in him.

There are three parts to this book: Drives and Desires; 
Boxes and Straitjackets; and Prizes and Crowns, each 
consisting of several short chapters. The content is biblical 
and includes Mills’ reflections from her own spiritual 
journey as encouragement along the way. Each chapter 
ends with a couple of questions for personal reflection.

As a minister, spiritual director and disciple of Christ, 
I found this book to be extremely helpful. I would 
recommend it as an aid to personal discovery and 
spiritual transformation, in moving from a fragmented 
view of self and Christ compelled by love towards a heart 
and life that is united with Christ.

Undivided Heart 
Finding Meaning and Motivation in Christ
Lucy Mills (DLT, 2017)
RRP £12.99
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Paul   
A biography
Tom Wright 
(SPCK, February 2018)
For discussion questions and an 
interview with Tom Wright, as well 
as previous book club choices, please 
visit preachweb.org/book-club

SUMMARY
Paul is a superbly detailed, authoritative biography which draws on the latest 
research and critical insight. Tom Wright traces Paul’s journey from his early 
childhood through to his persecution of the early Church, to his ‘revelation’ 
– read the book! – at Damascus, and his missionary journeys, ministry and 
writings before his likely death in the mid 60s. Wright examines what Paul 
was trying to do, within the context of his time and place, but how he fully 
understood that he was living at the ultimate turning point of history.

Tom Wright (who also writes as NT Wright) is a leading English New Testament 
scholar and Pauline theologian. He was the Bishop of Durham from 2003-2010. 
He is now a Research Professor of New Testament and Early Christianity at the 
University of St Andrews in Scotland. 

Welcome to The Preach Book Club, Issue 16 (autumn 
2018)! Each quarter, we introduce you to a book to 
encourage and challenge you in your preaching 
ministry. Below you’ll find a summary and a review. 
Please go to the online forum to find discussion 
questions written especially for this book club; a 
short interview with the author; and to share your 
thoughts with others.

We suggest you get together with three or four other 
preachers, lay on the coffee and the cake, and dive 
into some inspiring conversation.

For the discussion 
questions, author 

interview and more, please  
visit preachweb.org/book-club
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REVIEW
Paul reviewed by Ian Coffey, Vice-Principal and  
Director of Leadership Training, Moorlands College

A book by renowned scholar and author, NT Wright, gets a five-star rating from 
this reviewer – no big surprise? His scholarship has produced a production line 
of books, so why should the latest model be of special interest to hard-working 
preachers? I can think of four good reasons.

First, his subject is a giant in the landscape of the New Testament. Wright claims 
Paul’s letters have inspired more sermons and books than any other writings 
from the ancient world. ‘It is as though eight or ten small paintings by an 
obscure artist were to become more sought after, more studied and copied, more 
highly valued than all the Rembrandts and Titians and all the Monets and Van 
Goghs in all the world.’

Secondly, this book is pure biography. Tom Wright has written extensive volumes 
on Paul, but a biographer’s task is to get the person behind the text, and it’s a very 
human face he describes. He suggests having Paul as a friend must have been 
‘exhilarating when things were going well and exasperating when they weren’t.’

Thirdly, it’s an informative overview of the world in which Paul lived. Corinth, 
Ephesus, Jerusalem and Rome come alive in these pages, providing valuable 
background for those wanting to understand the first century world.

Fourthly, the message Paul preached and the passion that drove him are painted 
on a panoramic canvas, complete with colour, texture and depth.

As with all biography, the author draws his own conclusions, some of which are 
hunches and opinions. But he has spent decades in Paul’s company, which at least 
gives the speculation some weight. If you want to understand more about Paul, the 
world in which he lived and the background to his letters, this is an essential read.



41

Four books to help your 
preaching connect

ESSENTIAL READING FOR PREACHERS
by Krish Kandiah

W
hen my wife and I were cross-
cultural missionaries in 
Albania, we really appreciated 
working with people from all 

around the world for the sake of the 
gospel. However it was working with 
visiting preachers from the UK and 
US that caused the most difficulties. 
Some assumed that because their 
audiences did not speak English, they 
were intellectually challenged, and 
came across as patronising in the most 
embarrassing way. Some were so rigid 
in their structure, ensuring that their 
three points began with the same letter, 
that it apparently made them oblivious 
to the fact that it would all be lost in 
translation. Some were so culturally 
insensitive that they would talk about 
how tiresome their flight had been, or 
how arduous it was coping without 
the luxuries they had back home, 
completely blind to the daily poverty 
that their audience had to deal with. 
Some were ignorant not just of the 
culture and language, but of the Bible 
as well, filling their talks with anecdotes 
and quotes that connected with neither. 

The irony was that each bad keynote 
speaker helped the local hearers to 
realise that they could do a better job, 
even if their Bible was smaller, and 
their name less well-known. They grew 
in confidence in their own preaching 
because they loved the Bible and they 
understood how it connected to their 
daily lives. Faithful and culturally 
contextual preaching are priorities 
that are as important today in the 
UK as they were in Eastern Europe in 
the 1990s. The following four books 
will help us all, whether beginners or 
so-called experts, to develop cultural 
literacy in our preaching. 

Preaching with  
Cultural Intelligence 
Matthew D. Kim (Baker Academic, 2017)
Too often our preaching assumes how 
we the preachers like to communicate, 
or how we expect to be communicated 
with, rather than thinking through 
how our audiences listen, think and 
learn. This innovative book from 
Matthew Kim will help you think 
about your preaching from a different 
perspective. Kim is associate professor 
of preaching at Gordon-Conwell 
Theological Seminary, US and he has 
produced a book that synthesises 
the work of David Livermore  –  the 
author of Cultural Intelligence  
–  and brings it into conversation 
with the preaching methodology of 
Haddon Robinson. If you recognise 
your congregation needs to be more 
multicultural – whether in age, race 
or ethnicity – this book will help your 
preaching start the change that is 
needed to make that happen.

Made to Stick 
Chip Heath and Dan Heath  
(Random House, 2007)
This is not a book about preaching, 
but communication. It’s one of the best 
I have come across and I find myself 
drawing on its principles and insights 
in every form of communication 
that I participate in. There is no 
theology here, and no Bible, but 
nevertheless there is wisdom that 
preachers can learn from, when it 
comes to communicating in our fast-
paced multimedia age. If you want 
a Christian take on a similar set of 
principles, try Steve Adam’s new book 
The Centre Brain published by SPCK.

Preaching as Worship  
Michael J Quicke (Baker Books, 2011)
There’s often a major gear shift in a church 
service when the preaching begins. In too 
many churches there is very little connection 
between our sung worship and our sermons. 
This book by Michael Quicke, the veteran 
writer and thinker on preaching, helps to 
connect preaching and worship together 
theologically. In our fragmented culture, 
where we are presented with a random 
disconnected stream of ideas through our 
social media feeds, Quicke’s book will help us 
reconnect our preaching and our worship 
into one integrated whole.

The Gospel in a  
Pluralist Society  
Lesslie Newbigin (reprint SPCK, 2014)
This is not a book about preaching, but 
one that helps preachers to understand 
the intersecting roles of the gospel, the 
church and the kingdom of God in our 
world today. When we preach we have 
an implicit understanding of what God 
is doing in the world and that shapes the 
application of our preaching. Some of us 
assume Christians are called to keep their 
heads down and survive the dark times. 
Others of us assume Christians are to 
take our cities for Christ and again this 
shapes how we encourage people to live in 
light of Scripture. Lesslie Newbigin offers 
a challenging but rewarding book that 
helps to reboot our theology in light of our 
pluralist culture. If you truly grasp the 
implications of this book, your preaching 
will never be the same again.

Krish Kandiah     
Dr Krish Kandiah is an author, academic,  
consultant and founder of the charity ‘Home  
for Good.’ He recently launched an initiative  
encouraging Christians to read more  
good books: booksforlife.uk

BOOKS FOR LIFE



How I prepare

by Freddie Ingle

A disclaimer before we start: 
I’ve not been doing this for 
very long. I’ve preached 
around 20 sermons, having 

been a Christian for seven years. 
I have, in that short time, tried to 
study preaching. I’ve received a lot 
of wisdom from veteran preachers, 
books and training on preaching. I 
hope their wisdom will shine through 
more than my own. I pray this 
meagre offering will be of some use to 
you in your preparation.

BASIC PRINCIPLES
I have been most struck by a quote 
I heard from a preacher called 
Cotton Mather. He says, ‘The great 
design and intention of the office of 
a Christian preacher is to restore the 
throne and dominion of God in the 
souls of men.’ This has become my 
goal every time I preach. It is not to 
convey information. It’s not to provide 
good life advice (though that is often 
beneficial). It’s to glorify God and to 
make him bigger in people’s lives 
than he was before they walked in 
the door. It may often only be a small 
growth, invisible to the naked eye, 
but thankfully God can work with the 
tiniest thing.

START AT THE END
The most significant piece of advice 
on technique I have ever received is 
to start at the end. What am I trying 
to say to the congregation? What do 
I want them to do (or stop doing!) in 
response to what I’m saying? If the 
answer is ‘nothing’ I need to rethink 

my message, because I want my 
sermon to have some impact on 
people’s lives. If I can’t explain what 
that is, in a sentence (or an original 
length tweet!), I need to rethink 
my message, as I’ve got mixed up 
in myself about what I’m trying to 
say. If I know where I want to lead 
people, working out the route there 
is simpler and stronger. I cannot 
overstate the difference this can 
make to your preparation. It stops 
rambling, makes you stay focused 
and makes structuring so much 
easier. 

LISTEN TO GOD 
BEFORE LISTENING TO 
COMMENTARIES
I find it helpful to read the passage 
and pray for God to help me work 
out what my message is going to 
be, before I consult the wisdom of 
others. My reasons for that are 
twofold: firstly, when I pray in 
preparation, I’m asking God to help 
me best serve the people who will 
hear it. Your commentaries are not 
written with your particular context 
in mind. You will be more fruitful 
with a prayerfully considered 
fundamental point, than in having 
points made by others. Secondly, 
people are there to hear what you 
have to say, not someone else. I had 
lecturers at university who would 
stand up and read from books. 
People stopped going to those 
lectures, because they could just 
read the books. You’re in the room to 
preach, so let’s hear from you!

Freddie Ingle    
Freddie Ingle is a member of 
Everyday Church Wimbledon and 
works for the civil service. Freddie’s 
heart is to be a preacher that brings 
glory to God and draws people 
closer to him. Freddie is a top ten 
finalist in the Sermon of the Year 
2018 and his sermon is published in 
Be Set Free at cpo.org.uk/product 

KEEP IT SIMPLE
You know your music snob friend? 
The one who talks about bands 
that play ‘real music’, and sneers 
at mainstream stuff? They do this 
even though millions engage with 
mainstream music, while only dozens 
can appreciate their bands? Preachers 
can be like that. I mean this about 
style, not substance. Preach the Bible 
in all its glory but keep it simple in 
how you present it. Soaring, complex 
prose may impress the people in 
your congregation who notice it. 
Unfortunately, it will alienate more 
people who don’t follow all the nuance 
in your words. Many people don’t 
connect with academic or flowery 
language. I preach in a church in 
London, where many people don’t 
speak English as their first language. 
If I speak in academic and complex 
prose, I sound like a clanging cymbal 
to them. I only succeed in making 
myself feel clever, which is surely not 
the point.

These are small points, obvious to 
most, I’m sure. But I hope that they 
can be a blessing to you in some minor 
way, and I pray that God will use them 
to bless anyone you preach to. Thanks 
for taking the time to read the words 
of this newbie.

SERIAL42
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COLUMNIST  NATALIE COLLINS

Plans and prophesy

work inspired our prayers. Each had 
made a canvas representing their 
thoughts about God, with topics 
including the Holy Spirit, seeking to 
expand our assumptions about God, 
reflecting on God’s truth for non-
Christians, the different places we 
all find ourselves in on our journey 
with God, and Jesus’ great love 
for us. Each young person shared 
about their canvas and then we 
took time to pray for those topics. 
We finished with the deeply spiritual 
practice of standing in a circle and 
doing the hokey-cokey together 
as we celebrated the weekend and 
considered how to put our whole 
selves into loving and serving God. 

I had gone to the church weekend 
away hoping to relax. I’d avoided 
signing up to any jobs over the 
weekend. But as usual it turned 
out God knew better. It wasn’t a 
traditional preach, but as I led some 
reflections and communicated with 
the church community, facilitating 
opportunities to connect with God, 
I felt so refreshed! I might have 
been outside of my comfort zone 
without a plan, but God was in it, 
and afterwards people spoke of how 
wonderful the service had been.

We might presume that preaching 
has to look a certain way, or that 
we must have a plan. We could 
assume that refreshment always 
means having to stop. But it turns 
out that God’s ways are higher than 
our ways (who knew?!) and as we 
go through life, he works in us, with 
us and through us, whether we’ve 
made a plan or not. And who knows, 
on the journey you might even get in 
a bit of prophetic hokey-cokeying!

A
fter over 24 hours of restful 
refreshment, the speaker our 
church had booked for the 
weekend had to rush home 

due to a family emergency. She had 
been due to preach in the Sunday 
service, and suddenly there was no 
plan and it was already Saturday 
evening. Our curate and vicar were 
both already at capacity and so I 
offered to organise the service and 
preach. After Saturday evening joy 
of karaoke and cider, I got to work 
with making a plan and working 
out what to do. In the end, I felt led 
not to write a preach, but instead 
to be led by what occurred in the 
morning. For someone who is very 
much in favour of a Plan, this 
wasn’t ideal.

The Sunday service began, with 
various people having signed up 
to sing and do Bible readings. 
We made space for the children 
to create a big picture, while the 
adults reflected on the weekend, 
watching and listening a lyric video 
of a worship song, and writing 
their reflections on a footprint 
one of the church members had 
volunteered to cut out earlier in the 
morning. The young people’s art 

Natalie Collins is an authorised preacher within the 
Anglican tradition. She is a gender justice specialist, 
Director of the DAY Programme, organises Project 
3:28, works in the Christian Feminist Network 
collective, and founded the Fifty Shades is Domestic 
Abuse campaign. @God_loves_women

Natalie Collins

We recently went on our church weekend away, with a theme of 
refreshment. Our lovely curate Emma had done most of the 
organising and had invited people to contribute in some way.  
Life has been hugely hectic both with work and our family 
and so I thought I’d take the chance to refresh through 
rest and relaxation (well as much rest as is possible 
with three children). We were staying at Ashburnham 
Place, a Christian retreat centre in East Sussex and 
the grounds and space were really lovely to enjoy, 
and even the weather was kind to us!

IT WASN’T A TRADITIONAL 
“PREACH”, BUT AS I LED 
SOME REFLECTIONS AND 
COMMUNICATED WITH 
THE CHURCH COMMUNITY, 
FACILITATING OPPORTUNITIES 
TO CONNECT WITH GOD, I FELT 
SO REFRESHED!  
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Harvest Appeal 2018 
Let the light of your congregation,  
group or school shine brightly this Harvest 
with free resources from All We Can.  

allwecan.org.uk/harvest 

All We Can is the operating name of The Methodist Relief and Development Fund,  
a charity registered in England and Wales, number 291691  

Use this form to order All We Can’s Harvest 2018 materials.  
Or visit:  allwecan.org.uk/harvest        Call: 020 7467 5132 
(Materials will be sent out from mid-May 2018. ) 

Return the form: All We Can, 25 Marylebone Road, London, NW1  5JR 

Please send me 

Title:___________ First name:_______________________ Surname: ___________________________ 

Address:____________________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________Postcode:_______________________ 

Telephone:__________________________________________________________________________________ 

If you would like to receive updates by email about our work and how you can donate 
to us, please enter your email here (you can unsubscribe at any time).  

Email:_______________________________________________________________________________________  

We promise to never sell or swap your details and you can change your preferences at 
anytime. All We Can holds your details to send you occasional updates about our work 
and how you can support us. If you would prefer not to receive these updates by post, 
please tick here:   

Quantity Item 

Harvest Appeal 2018 DVD-ROM 

resource pack. Order one per 

church/group. Includes 25 Giving 

envelopes and an A2 poster 

Extra A2 Harvest posters  

Extra Giving envelopes  

Information about booking an All 

We Can speaker for Harvest  

(tick the box) 

PREACH 



45LIFE AFTER PREACHING

Life after 
preaching

OR WHAT TO DO IF YOU CAN NO LONGER PREACH?

by Katie Stock

SHARING IS OFTEN WORKED 
OUT THROUGH MY SERMONS 
IN THE ANECDOTES AND 
EXAMPLES I USE. BECAUSE 
OF THIS, IT MAKES MY 
APPROACH TO READING 
DEEPLY FRUSTRATING WHEN 
I AM UNABLE TO PREACH.
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Some of us are reluctant preachers and naturally shy but when thrown to the 
front of a congregation, and out of obedience, we preach the Good News and 
grow into this calling. Others of us are born preachers, comfortable receiving a 
congregation’s gaze and thoroughly enjoying the experience. I am firmly in the 
latter category. I can’t remember when I didn’t feel a vocation to preach. When 
I was young, my teddy bears were the recipients of my biblical insights, then 
I moved on to my student group, then progressed to small groups and now, a 
church congregation. Whatever our route to preaching, it is a vocation. Once we’ve 
identified our call to preach, it can feel very frustrating when situations arise 
which inhibit our call. What are the options when opportunities to preach are few 
and far between? How can we stay true to our call when life gets in the way?

LIFE AFTER PREACHING
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PREACHING IMPOSSIBLE
Let’s start by looking at why 
preaching isn’t always possible. 
Various circumstances can lead to the 
opportunity to preach proving to be 
elusive. I’ve experienced a fair few. 

Health

Physical ill health has prevented 
me from preaching, although this 
was only short-term, whereas I’ve 
had whole seasons of proclamation 
ministry being sidelined because of a 
need to prioritise my mental health. 

Moving

Moving church and breaking that 
often arbitrary six months or one year 
attendance hurdle before you can 
preach can, for those of us who move 
every couple of years, lead to frustrating 
periods of perceived inactivity. 

Time constraints
The busyness of life is another common 
inhibitor to preaching. Many of us with 
non-church jobs can’t commit to play a 
regular part in our church’s preaching 
rota. This is particularly the case 
for those in church traditions where 
sermons are 25 minutes minimum. This 
last term I’ve had to massively reduce 
my preaching commitments because 
the demands from my academic 
study made sermon preparation near 
impossible to squeeze in. 

Church politics
Don’t worry – it’s not just 

your church! Church 
politics can also make 

preaching difficult. 
This can be where 

vocation is not 

LIFE AFTER PREACHING

WHAT ARE THE OPTIONS 
WHEN OPPORTUNITIES TO 
PREACH ARE FEW AND FAR 
BETWEEN? HOW CAN WE STAY 
TRUE TO OUR CALL WHEN 
LIFE GETS IN THE WAY?

recognised because of your age, sex 
or academic credentials, or where the 
possible aggro for a misplaced phrase 
just isn’t worth the joy and privilege of 
preaching.

Change in circumstance
All preachers will experience change 
in their lives, be that a new baby, a 
new job or the need to care for elderly 
relatives. No preacher will be able to 
maintain their ideal level of preaching 
over a lifetime – life gets in the way. 

LIFE AFTER PREACHING
Whatever the reason for not being 
available to preach, don’t despair, 
your vocation can be fulfilled and 
strengthened outside the pulpit. Here 
are a few suggestions to foster your 
God-given gift in seasons away from 
preaching.

Keep reading
One of the ways I knew I was called to 
preach was my approach to reading. 
I thought everyone read like this, 
but apparently not! I read Christian 
books, biographies or semi-trashy 
holiday novels in the same way. When 
a phrase, concept or observation 
strikes me, I immediately think of who 
I ought to share it with. This sharing is 
often worked out through my sermons 
in the anecdotes and examples I use. 
Because of this, it makes my approach 
to reading deeply frustrating when I 
am unable to preach. But I’ve found 
a new way of using this reading 
style. Now I text the quote or a photo 
of a page to a friend who might be 
encouraged by it. Whatever your 
preferred genre, consider, who else 
can benefit from your reading? 



Keep teaching
Most preachers are teachers, 
encouragers and truth-sayers. These 
attributes aren’t confined to the pulpit. 
Chat with your pastor about how you 
might use your gifting in a more ad 
hoc fashion. Would a small Bible study 
group appreciate a fresh perspective? 
Is a neighbouring church open to 
visiting speakers for their men’s or 
women’s breakfasts? Is your local 
Mothers’ Union, Women’s Institute or 
the University of the Third Age looking 
for a speaker? Keep your eyes peeled 
and you’ll be surprised at the varying 
opportunities available. Although 
these new speaking engagements may 
require a different way of thinking, 
particularly if the audience is mainly 
comprised of non-Christians, be 
attentive to where God might be 
leading you. 

Keep sharing
You are a mine of information: don’t 
let that go untapped. Even if preaching 
is not possible, you might be able 
to share some of the lessons you’ve 
learned. This could be in a seminar 
session at your church’s weekend 
away or as part of a team training 
new preachers. One possibly neglected 
audience is your church’s youth group. 
Why not teach some basic exegetical 
techniques over some pizza and cola? 
Working alongside their youth leaders, 
you might be able to identify some 
teens who have a young vocation to 
preach. As time allows, consider how 
you could foster that vocation, maybe 
through some mentoring sessions 
(youngpreachers.org could be a helpful 
resource to aid discussions). Investing 
in our young people is never time 
wasted – they will teach you as much as 
you teach them.

LIFE AFTER PREACHING

AS 67% OF ADULTS IN THE UK 
USE SOCIAL MEDIA, IT’S NOT 
A WASTE OF TIME TO THINK 
ABOUT HOW GOD COULD 
BE CALLING YOU INTO THE 
DIGITAL WORLD.
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Keep typing
Consider starting a blog. This may feel 
completely out of your comfort zone 
but setting up a blog and publishing 
content is surprisingly easy. All of 
those thoughts and perspectives that 
would otherwise go into sermons 
can now be redirected into engaging 
blogs. After my second daughter was 
born, I set up a blog and found that 
local mums who were on the edge of 
our church community and didn’t 
attend services would read my blog. 
I found that I had a higher monthly 
readership than the attendance of my 
church! Don’t be shy, ask a younger 
relative for some techie help and get 
on your blogging way.

Keep it live
As 67% of adults in the UK use social 
media, it’s not a waste of time to think 
about how God could be calling you 
into the digital world. Social media has 
completely changed how we engage 
with the world around us. Facebook 
live, Instagram live, or if you’re really 
down with the kids, Periscope, all offer 
the opportunity to speak truth and life 
into homes where no other Christians 
may tread. What you broadcast 
doesn’t have to be formal. Short one-
minute thoughts on your walk home 

are an easy starting point. You’ll need 
a smartphone, internet access and a 
whole lot of courage! 

REMEMBER YOUR  
FIRST VOCATION
You may be at a point where life is 
getting in the way of your preaching 
vocation but remember, it’s an 
opportunity not an inconvenience. 
Times of struggle often force us to look 
around to see what other possibilities 
are open before us.

It may be that, for you, none of these 
suggested options are viable. At this 
moment in time you have no space or 
energy to put towards non-essential 
activities – but please take heart. 
During seasons of increased pressure, 
we must ask ourselves, ‘What is 
my first vocation?’ When we distil 
everything down we find the answer 
we knew all along. Our first 
vocation is, of course, to 
be a son or daughter of 
God. Whether you can 
preach or not, you are 
redeemed by Christ’s 
precious blood and 
that calling will never 
disappear.

Katie Stock 
Katie Stock leads a church with her 
husband in south east London. She 
has a Masters in Theology and 
Politics, and is currently training 
to be a vicar. Katie worked as 
a journalist before entering 
training for ordained ministry 
in the Church of England.
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GOING ONLINE
The digital revolution has created 
a whole new mission field, so could 
God be asking you to be a digital 
missionary? Before you decide which 
platform is best, check out these 
resources to aid your decision.

Blogging for Dummies by 
Amy Lupold Bair (Wiley)
This book is a foolproof introduction 
to the world of blogging. There is 
also a plethora of platform-specific 
advice online. A lack of guidance is 
no excuse for not giving it a go!

Premier Digital Conference
This annual conference offers Christian 
perspectives on how the Church can 
engage with our digital culture. There 
are seminars for beginners about 
blogging, vlogging and website design. 
premierdigital.info 

Speak Life
For video-based evangelism, Glen 
Scrivener’s team at Speaklife is a 
good place to start. You may have 
seen their Christmas and Easter 
campaigns with half a million views 
each. speaklife.org.uk 

Tanya Marlow
A campaigner for those with chronic 
illness, Tanya Marlow is a former 
lecturer in biblical theology but 
can no longer regularly preach 
because of a diagnosis of Myalgic 
Encephalomyelitis (M.E.). She is an 
avid blogger and has also given 
video talks at New Wine Conference 
while being confined to her bed. 
tanyamarlow.com

I FOUND THAT I HAD A HIGHER 
MONTHLY READERSHIP THAN 
THE ATTENDANCE OF MY 
CHURCH! DON’T BE SHY, ASK A 
YOUNGER RELATIVE FOR SOME 
TECHIE HELP AND GET ON 
YOUR BLOGGING WAY.



50

Margaret Fell Fox
by Jonathan Hustler

1632
Marriage of 
Margaret 
Askew and 
Thomas Fell

1649
Execution 
of Charles I

1658 
Death of 
Thomas 
Fell 

1664-68
Margaret  
Fell in prison

1688
Overthrow of 
James II

1690
George 
Fox dies

1614
Margaret 
Askew 
born

1642
Beginning 
of the Civil 
War

1652
George Fox at 
Swarthmoor. 
Margaret Fell 
convinced 

1660
Restoration of 
the Monarchy. 
Margaret 
Fell petitions 
Charles II

1666
The writing of 
‘Women’s 
Speaking’ 

1689
Toleration 
Act

1702
Death of 
Margaret 
Fell

Margaret Fell Fox – Timeline

THE LATE GREATS

England was unsettled in 1652. The Civil War had resulted in the execution of 
Charles I and a period of government by Parliament under the Protectorate of 
Oliver Cromwell. The triumph of Puritanism had led to the removal of bishops 
and the Book of Common Prayer from the Church of England and to the birth of 
a number of new religious groups. Wandering radical preachers would interrupt 
church services, as George Fox did one day at Swarthmoor in Cumbria. Amongst 
the hearers was Margaret Fell, the wife of a local Justice of the Peace. She was 
‘convinced’ and for the next 50 years devoted her energies to the Quaker cause.
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by Jonathan Hustler

SERIALTHE LATE GREATS

I
t was a costly ministry. Because 
of her refusal (in line with Quaker 
belief) to take an oath of allegiance 
or to desist from holding religious 

meetings, she was imprisoned on 
more than one occasion and fined 
heavily. ‘They troubled and persecuted 
us in diverse ways,’1 was her summary 
of her experiences when she wrote 
an account of her life in 1690, when 
the accession of William and Mary 
had created a much more tolerant 
environment. She was by then a 
widow for the second time. Judge Fell 
had died in 1658 and eleven years later 
she had married George Fox (who died 
in 1690). 

That Margaret Fell preached cannot 
be in doubt; she was fined for doing 
so in the mid-1680s.2 What or how she 
preached is less easy to determine. 
Whilst she left behind a body of 
writing (mainly tracts, reminiscences, 
and letters), there is no record of 
a published sermon. This is not 
surprising. Quaker preaching by its 
nature would have been extempore 
and unrecorded. Fell would have 
spoken in the meetings as the inner 
light moved her and evangelized on 
her travels as and when occasion 
demanded. However, her writings 
leave us with some ideas about what 
her preaching would have included.

Margaret Fell was clearly someone 
who knew and quoted the Bible. 
She supported her arguments with 
scriptural citations but these are 
not simple proof texts. The early 
Quakers ‘read their Bibles avidly, 
but inspirationally and devotionally, 
as free-associating lovers rather 
than textually precise fighters.’3 This 
accorded with their theology, which 
was that the source of speaking was 
the inner light of Christ that had been 
given to the preacher, the same light 
that inspired the Scripture but which 
was not confined to it. Fell’s approach 
to Scripture was careful and nuanced, 
reading each verse in its immediate 
context and in that of the whole 
biblical narrative.4

There would have been a strong 
apocalyptic tone to Margaret Fell’s 
preaching. She believed that she 
was living in the last days and that 

KEY FEATURES OF THE PREACHING 
OF MARGARET FELL FOX  
(assumed from her writings)

c  Preaching uses the Bible freely 
but with an eye to context

c  Preaching is authorised by 
the inner light (and therefore 
extempore)

c  Preaching is apocalyptic, 
anticipating the final judgment

c  Preaching invites the hearer to 
live according to the divine will

c  Ideas are explained through 
homely metaphors

c  The preacher should be alert to 
social and political concerns

c  Language should be clear 
and unambiguous (even if 
uncompromising)

Jonathan Hustler
Rev Dr Jonathan Hustler is a 
Methodist presbyter. He has 
taught Homiletics, Pastoral 
Theology, and Church History, 
and currently serves as the 
Assistant Secretary of the 
Conference. 

the second coming of Christ was 
imminent.5 This urgency helps 
to explain her uncompromising 
language; she could have harsh 
words for the ‘dark, ignorant, sinning, 
and transgressing ministers’ of the 
mainstream church.6 If the tone 
of her preaching was that of her 
writing, it could be ‘combative..., 
fierce, denunciatory, condemnatory – 
intolerant.’7 

It is also likely that Fell would have 
interspersed apocalyptic teaching 
and imagery with more homely and 
pragmatic material. She was fond of 
domestic and feminine metaphors.8 
Her aim in preaching seems to have 
been to speak to the individual in her 
or his situation with a message that 
held out the prospect of perfection9  
but which challenged the hearer to 
live according to the divine will.10

Fell not only preached but defended 
the practice. In Women’s Speaking 
Justified, Proved and Allowed by 
the Scriptures, she set out to refute 
those who attempted to restrict the 
ministry to men. She discussed the 
key texts of 1 Corinthians 14:34f and 
1 Timothy 2:11f., arguing that in both 
cases the context clearly indicates 
that these are specific rather than 
general prohibitions11 and cited 
a number of biblical examples 
of women preaching. These are 
test cases set within a theological 
argument based on Genesis 3.12  
It was to Eve that God promised 
enmity between her seed and the 
serpent, therefore women should 
speak against the works of the devil. 
The female imagery used throughout 
Scripture for the church supports this 
interpretation13 and points to the new 
creation,14 a sign of which is a radical 
egalitarianism that witnesses to the 
restoration of the image of God in 
human beings, male and female.

A controversial aspect of Fell 
and Fox’s early Quaker polity 
implementing this egalitarianism 
was the separate women’s meeting.15 
The aim was to ensure that women 
could have as much opportunity 
within the movement as men could 
and Margaret Fell was in many ways 
the embodiment of that. ‘In the midst 

of a plethora of newly emergent sects, 
Quakerism arose as the only new 
religious group which stood the test of 
time.’16 Margaret Fell’s convincement 
in 1652 led to a remarkable ministry of 
preaching, writing, and administering 
which, possibly as much as that of 
her more famous husband, helped to 
create Quakerism. 

1.  Ed THS Wallace, A Sincere and Constant Love: An 
Introduction to the Work of Margaret Fell (2nd ed. 
Richmond, IN: Friends United Press, 2009), p172

2. Ibid, p167
3.  A Ryrie, Protestants: The Radicals who made the 

Modern World (London: Wm Collins, 2017), p127
4.  Wallace, op cit, p11
5.  BY Kunze, Margaret Fell and the Rise of Quakerism 

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994), p194
6.  Wallace, op cit, p57
7.  Wallace, op cit, p17
8.  Kunze, op cit, p192
9.  Kunze, op cit, p196
10.  Kunze, op cit, p190
11.  M Fell, Women’s Speaking Justified, Proved and 

Allowed by the Scriptures (1666), ch 2
12.  Fell, op cit, ch 1
13.  Ibid.
14.  Fell, op cit, ch 3
15.  Kunze, op cit, p143
16.  K Hylson-Smith The Churches in England from 

Elizabeth I to Elizabeth II vol 1 (London: SCM, 1996), 
p216
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A
t a recent Unbelievable? 
Conference, Rob Parsons of Care 
for the Family told the moving 
story of David Works, who lost 

two daughters in a tragic shooting in 
Colorado, USA. 

It had been a normal Sunday morning 
service as the family prepared to go 
home, when a lone gunman opened 
fire in the church parking lot. David’s 
two daughters were hit, and as he 
ran to protect them, he was also shot. 
As the father watched his daughters 
dying, he cried out in his mind: ‘God, 
we’re a Christian family. We’re about 
to go on a mission trip to serve you. 
Why is this happening?’ 

The hardest of all questions is also the 
simplest one. Why?

It comes in many forms. Why do bad 
things happen to good people? Why 
hasn’t my child been healed? Why 
does God allow me to suffer from 
depression?

And there are no simple answers. We 
live in a beautiful but broken world 

Why does God let bad things happen to good people? Why isn’t he a 
better childminder? This is a common and difficult objection to faith. 

UNBELIEVABLE SERIAL
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where awful things happen, and 
Christians are by no means exempt. 

Yet, in that moment, even as bullets flew 
around him, David says he heard the 
voice of God say: ‘We’re not going to go 
under this. We’re not going to go over 
this. We’re not going around this. We’re 
going to go through this, together.’

I think that is generally true of the 
pain we experience in life. Perhaps 
God could always snap his fingers 
and put things right. But our usual 
experience is that God brings 
us through tragedy rather than 
delivering us from it. And in the 
process he uses those around us to 
sustain us, love us and bring healing 
in ways that involve a much deeper, 
lifelong working out of his purposes.

God, the divine babysitter
As the host of the radio show 
and podcast Unbelievable? which 
engages in weekly dialogues with 
atheists and sceptics, the problem of 
suffering comes up a lot. In a recent 
conversation, a sceptic challenged me: 

Imagine I was away on business and 
had hired a childminding organisation 
to look after my kids. However, the 
company kept informing me that 
the babysitter assigned to my family 
continually made mistakes ... letting 
the children hurt themselves, go 
hungry, or even die. You would assume 
that the childminder was either inept, 
or didn’t care. Or perhaps didn’t really 
exist at all. ‘Isn’t God the same as the 
careless (or perhaps non-existent) 
childminder?’ asked the sceptic.

The problem is that the analogy is 
wrong to begin with. What if God is 
not a divine babysitter? 

The sceptic may protest, ‘But surely, 
it’s God’s job to keep us human beings 
happy, comfortable and pain-free?’ 
After all that’s what most people 
probably mean by God being ‘all-loving’. 

But there is another possible ‘job’ that 
God has. What if God’s purpose for 
human beings is to bring them to the 
knowledge and love of him? Coming 
to know and love God may be quite 
different from being kept comfortable 
and happy.

God and  
suffering
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God is not a divine childminder. God 
is a loving parent who, despite being 
anguished about the pain in his 
broken world, is still able to bring us 
through suffering in ways that allow 
us to become the people he wants us 
to be. It is because we live in a world 
of need that we can be generous. It is 
only in a world that needs compassion 
that we can show love. As many will 
testify, suffering is often the furnace 
in which our character is truly 
developed.  

Redeeming suffering
This is the great paradox of 
Christianity. God doesn’t use his power 
to simply override our freewill and 
stop suffering wherever it occurs. God 
does something much more powerful 
than that. He redeems suffering. That 
is the central story of our faith. The 
most heinous act of injustice and 
cruelty perpetrated against the one 
person who least deserved it, ended 
up bringing about redemption in the 
most glorious way possible. 

Will Pearson-Gee once shared his story 
on my show. As a young father, he 
experienced the tragedy of losing both 
his wife and one of his children in a 

terrible road accident. Will’s world fell 
apart, but when called upon to identify 
their bodies in the mortuary, he recalls 
a defining moment: 

‘They pulled back the white sheets. I 
ranted and I wept. Then I looked at them 
and thought “This cannot be the end.” 
There was so much life, particularly in 
my little boy. I just couldn’t believe it 
was the end of him. At the time I was 
definitely a nominal Christian. I believed 
there was some higher power, but I 
really had no idea about his character 
or whether he cared about me. Then my 
eye was drawn to a very simple crucifix 
on the wall of the mortuary. It’s like a 
penny dropped, and it suddenly became 
not just a cross, but a sign of hope for 
me. I then realized that, if there was 
all this talk about resurrection and life 
after death, I needed to find out more 
about it.’

Will went on to become a Christian and 
eventually followed a calling to ministry 
as an Anglican priest. He says that, 
while he would never have wished the 
accident to happen, he has nevertheless 
seen the biblical imperative ‘that in all 
things God works for the good of those 
who love him’ (Romans 8:28) proved 
true in his own life.
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I’m still a Christian (SPCK),  
unbelievablebook.co.uk

Of course, that doesn’t mean we 
can always find purpose in tragedy. 
Sometimes the only thing a Christian 
can cling to is that God himself knows 
what it is to suffer, and has entered 
into it with us in Christ. 

None of this is easy. However, while 
Christians may always view suffering 
as a mystery, in the atheist worldview 
it remains simply meaningless – 
there is no rhyme or reason. And I’d 
rather live with the hope of a day 
when every tear is wiped away, than 
a future where suffering is ultimately 
irredeemable. 

Perhaps it was best summed up by 
church leader Rick Warren. When 
asked about how he dealt with the 
suicide of his son Matthew who had 
suffered from lifelong depression, 
he said: ‘In pain, I’d rather walk with 
Jesus with all of my questions, than 
walk by myself with all the answers.’
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We go to the cinema to escape from life. Whatever 
awfulness is unfolding in the news, in our own 
homes or even in our own heads, the dark space 
in front of the screen can be a sanctuary. Film can 
take us to worlds far away from our problems, and 
cheer us up for a valuable few hours.

C
onversely, though, we also watch films to 
confront life. The truly resonant stories 
are the ones which offer something 
beyond short-term distraction – the 

resources to face our problems, or the 
comfort of knowing we are not alone in 
whatever we’re going through.

Films can be a form of therapy. Hollywood’s 
record when it comes to tackling mental 
health itself, however, is a decidedly 
mixed bag. Countless biopics 
and dramas romanticise 
mental illness (be it depression, 
schizophrenia, OCD or addiction) 
as an unavoidable by-product of 
genius. ‘Madness’ can be darkly 
glamorous, even sexy; it can 
be a thrilling final-act twist; it 
can be a terrifying aberration, 

GOD IN THE MOVIES 

Hollywood  
therapy

WE ALL GO A LITTLE MAD 
SOMETIMES. HAVEN’T YOU?
Psycho

provenance of axe-murderers; in a 
certain brand of dramedy it can even 
be an adorable quirk. But how often is 
mental health explored in a way that’s 
helpful for those who need it most? 

Horror cinema has historically 
sensationalised mental illness for 
the sake of scares. Psycho (1960) is 
supposed to disturb and unnerve us, 
not to offer an accurate and empathic 
portrayal of mental breakdown. 
It’s one of many horror films which 
cast the mentally ill as an ‘other’ to 
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Damaris Media
This article comes 
from Damaris 
Media, who create 
free film resources 
for churches and 
community groups. 
Download exclusive videos, discussion guides and 
more at damarismedia.com. If you want to get in touch 
and let us know how you’re using our resources, or 
to tell us what kind of resources would be helpful to 
you, email hello@damaris.org. Keep up to date on the 
latest Damaris Media resources by subscribing to our 
e-newsletter at damarismedia.com

Film club: questions to ask
c   Does the film frame mental 

health issues as a source of 
horror, comedy, drama, or 
something else? Do you feel that 
this portrayal makes the stigma 
around mental illness worse, or 
helps to dispel it?

c   Have you ever watched a film 
which helped you face your own 
mental health challenges? How 
and why did it inspire you?

Inside Out (2015) is an exploration 
of mental and emotional wellbeing 
which speaks to all ages. Inside 
the head of eleven-year-old Riley, 
the personifications of her five key 
emotions – Joy, Sadness, Fear, Disgust, 
and Anger –  keep things running 
smoothly. But when Riley’s life hits a 
rough spot, her inner world is thrown 
out of balance. For an animated 
comedy, the film draws some very 
mature conclusions, suggesting that 
making space for our sadness is part 
of healthy human development. It’s 
an imaginative ride, and a potentially 
powerful therapeutic tool. 

THERE ARE NO DEMONS HERE. 
Mary Magdalene

I’M CRAZY, AND NO-ONE  
LOVES ME.
Young Adult

Drama offers scope for portraying 
mental illness in a way which reflects 
our daily reality. So it’s perhaps 
surprising that one striking recent 
example was in a film set more than 
2,000 years ago. Mary Magdalene, which 
arrived on DVD this summer, gave us 
a creative look at the biblical figure 
– including the idea that the ‘demon 
possession’ recorded in Mark’s Gospel 
was actually a depression brought on by 
social strictures. A reflective soul, who 
senses that she wants more from life 
than domesticity, Mary (Rooney Mara) 
lives in a time and place that won’t allow 
a woman this freedom. Her resulting 
‘madness’ is a not-unreasonable 
response to an unjust world. 

We know now that mental health 
needs to be addressed as a medical 
issue, not (or at least, not solely) as a 
spiritual one. But it’s undoubtedly true 
that a huge number of us continue to 
experience issues like depression and 
anxiety in this circumstantial way. 
Life takes things from us, demands too 
much of us, or traps us where we don’t 
want to be – is it any wonder if we end 
up feeling broken? Mary Magdalene 
portrays the hope that Jesus, far from 
passing judgment on our ‘failure’ to 
keep it together, can lead us instead 
into a fuller and freer life. 

be feared. More recently, 2016’s Split 
featured a villain with dissociative 
identity disorder (DID) (actor James 
McAvoy gamely embodying more than 
23 different characters). Real-life DID 
sufferers were not impressed, arguing 
that Split ‘represents yet another gross 
parody of us based on fear, ignorance 
and sensationalism.’

On the other hand, though, horror 
is a genre with a commitment to 
confronting the underside of life, 
something which those struggling 
with mental illness might find uniquely 
valuable. The last few years have 
seen a resurgence of more sensitive 
psychological horror, such as The 
Babadook (2014), about the intrusion 
of the titular grotesque figure into the 
lives of a bereaved mother and son. The 
film was interpreted by many as a fable 
about grief and parental guilt. Horror 
stories have the power to drag the dark 
side of the human psyche out of the 
shadows – and perhaps, in doing so, to 
help exorcise it. 

The relationship between comedy 
and mental illness is well-recognised. 
To laugh at that which confuses 
and frightens us is, after all, a step 
towards defying it. At its best, comedy 
can pinpoint life’s absurdity and its 
tragedy, and make it feel a little less 
overwhelming. 

Earlier this year, black comedy Tully 
offered a sharp-tongued take on 
postnatal depression. Writer Diablo 
Cody and star Charlize Theron had 
previously collaborated on Young 
Adult (2011), the story of Mavis, a 
former prom queen who returns 
to her hometown in the midst of 
an unacknowledged emotional 
breakdown. Mavis is a larger-than-life 
character, narcissistic and toxic to a 
comical degree – but something about 
her is convincingly vulnerable. In the 
end she’s neither a villain nor a victim, 
just a flawed and unwell human being 
who could use some help.
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Painting by Jenny H
aw

ke

by Jenny Hawke 

Take refuge  
in my shade

Tunnel of shade 
For me, this painting represents the dark tunnel which some people have to journey through. It is about finding the 
shades and different textures within the darkness which keep you going. Changes can be so subtle and hard to notice but 
they are there if you look hard enough. And there is beauty in it too, fleeting perhaps, which helps take the pain of it away.
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For he has not despised or scorned
the suffering of the afflicted one; 
he has not hidden his face from him
but has listened to his cry for help.
Psalm 22:24

I will be glad and rejoice in your 
love, for you saw my affliction and 
knew the anguish of my soul.
Psalm 31:7

Therefore, in order to keep me from 
becoming conceited, I was given 
a thorn in my flesh, a messenger 
of Satan, to torment me. Three 
times I pleaded with the Lord to 
take it away from me. But he said 
to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for 
you, for my power is made perfect 
in weakness.’ Therefore I will 
boast all the more gladly about 
my weaknesses, so that Christ’s 
power may rest on me. That is 
why, for Christ’s sake, I delight in 
weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, 
in persecutions, in difficulties. For 
when I am weak, then I am strong.
2 Corinthians 12:7-10

For he has rescued us from the 
dominion of darkness and brought 
us into the kingdom of the Son he 
loves, in whom we have redemption, 
the forgiveness of sins.
Colossians 1:13-14

Jenny Hawke 
Jenny Hawke is a London-based 
watercolour artist and author. She 
uses her paintings to convey a sense 
of faith, peace and beauty. See more 
of Jenny’s work on Facebook at  
bit.ly/JennyHawke and at 
creativegrace.co.uk
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Preaching and  
mental ill health

For example, it’s hard not to hear 
the note of despair in Psalm 137:1, 
‘By the rivers of Babylon – there we 
sat down and there we wept when 
we remembered Zion.’ And in Psalm 
34:18, ‘The Lord is near to the broken-
hearted, and saves the crushed in 
spirit.’

Jesus himself is a portrait of 
psychological distress when he is 
described as deeply grieved, even to 
death, as he prayed in Gethsemane on 
the night in which he was betrayed 
(Matt 26:38).

Theological teaching
If our apparent reluctance to preach 
on mental ill health is not because 
of a lack of biblical material, then 
perhaps it is because of a lack of clear 
theological foundation.

Mental health has not benefitted from 
the same length, breadth and depth 
of theological reflection as have other 
elements of human wellbeing because 
we have only comparatively recently 
engaged in constructive discourse 
around theology and mental health. 
However, good examples include the 
excellent book edited by a former 
colleague, Professor Chris Cook, 
on Spirituality, Theology & Mental 
Health. I can also recommend a 
helpful article by Marcia Webb, 
‘Towards a Theology of Mental 
Illness.’1  

Webb’s work offers some constructive 
ways of conceptualising mental 
illness which may be of help to the 
preacher. She offers the models of 
Heroism in Frailty and Treasure in 
Clay Jars. 

D
espite this high incidence of 
mental ill health, I’ve rarely 
heard a sermon squarely 
addressing issues related to 

mental ill health. This is not a criticism 
of other preachers only, for while a 
number of my own sermons allude to 
mental ill health it is also rare for me 
to make this subject the key focus of 
my preaching. 

Biblical teaching
Why is that? It’s not as though the 
Bible doesn’t offer plentiful examples 
of people facing depression, anxiety, 
despair or low mood. Jeremiah, for 
example, is not called the weeping 
prophet for nothing. Lamentations 
has more of the same.

Or consider Elijah as he runs for his life 
after his epic struggle with the prophets 
of Ba-al on Mount Carmel. He crashes 
to such a low mood that he prays that 
God would take his life (1 Kings 19:4). 
Jonah prays a similar prayer in Jonah 
4:3 and Moses in Ex 32:32.

Job understandably faces great 
despair and depression after losing 
ten children, his health and all his 
possessions. He declares, ‘I loathe my 
life… I will speak in the bitterness of 
my soul’ (Job 10:1).

Hannah in 1 Samuel weeps bitterly, 
is in deep distress and refuses to 
eat, as does Naomi. She refuses to 
be called by her name which means 
pleasantness but instructs others to 
call her Mara which means bitterness 
(Ruth 1:20).

All this before we consider the 
psalmists, any number of whom seem 
to demonstrate despair or depression. 

According to the mental health charity Mind, 
approximately one in six people in England report 
experiencing a common mental health problem 
such as anxiety or depression in any given week.

Rev Dr Calvin Samuel is the principal of London 
School of Theology. He is a Methodist minister and 
previously served as Academic Dean of St John’s 
College and Director of Wesley Study Centre.

Calvin Samuel

Heroism in Frailty
Many of the heroes of faith (see 
above) appear to suffer moments of 
psychological frailty. Those who suffer 
mental ill health are not necessarily to 
be differentiated from those who are 
our inspiration. Our biblical heroes 
can also suffer mental ill health.

Treasure in Clay Jars
Some research suggests a higher 
incidence of mental ill health is to be 
found among varieties of highly gifted 
people. This implies that creativity and 
mental ill health are often to be found 
together. Put another way, many of 
those on whose creativity humanity 
depends are also precisely those 
at greater risk of mental ill health. 
However, there is also a corporate 
perspective. The very conditions 
which contribute to high creativity 
in some, may also contribute to 
mental illness in others. Those who 
bear in themselves the burden of 
mental illness may in fact be bearing 
a burden for us all as the price of 
human capacity for creativity. Webb 
concludes: ‘Perhaps in mental illness, 
we see the burden of humanity’s 
creative promise in a fallen world.’2

The treasure is indeed held in clay 
jars. Friends, this is a truth that will 
preach!
1.  Marcia Webb (2012) Toward a Theology of Mental 

Illness, Journal of Religion, Disability & Health, 16:1, 
49-73. 

2. Webb, 68.

by Calvin Samuel

58



New Methodist Prayer Handbook  
2018/2019  
A World Transformed
 
Prayers for every day of the year. 
  
£3.95 + p&p, £3.50 for 10 or more copies + p&p
Also available in large print.

To order visit: www.mph.org.uk

  New Year  

Resources 2018/2019 

Methodist Diary 2019
 
Standard and Extended diaries available in 
three colours: black, purple and teal. 
 

New A5 diary – All diaries start 
from September 2018 and include 
maps and extra pages for notes.  
Standard diary £7, Extended diary 

with extra pages for notes £11, Personal 
Organiser £11, A5 diary £11. 

The connexion magazine 
 
Inspiring stories from the life of the Church.  
Order your FREE copies to give out at 
church or events. 
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