Accompanying Minds and Hearts

¢ “For | know well the plans | have in mind for you- oracle of the LORD- plans for your welfare

M““f and not for woe, so as to give you a future of hope.” - Jeremiah 29:11

Reflection

It is no secret that the faithful often turn to the Church in times of distress, and we thank God that they do.
In moments of grief, anxiety, family crisis, loneliness, trauma, or emotional suffering, the parish can be a
place of refuge and a safe place to seek help. The Church’s ministry of welcome and presence is an essential
expression of Christ’s love. At the same time, mental health treatment requires appropriate education,
preparation, and professional competence. Pastoral ministers are not expected to diagnose or provide
clinical treatment beyond their training. Rather, pastoral accompaniment calls us to walk alongside those
who suffer while helping them access appropriate professional care. The Church can serve as a bridge
between suffering and treatment, offering dignity, hope, community, and support.

Mental health concerns can emerge at every stage of life, and the Church is called to uphold the dignity of
every person, regardless of disorder or impairment. Understanding mental health across the lifespan helps
our ministries recognize suffering earlier and respond with compassion rather than fear or stigma. Seeking
mental health care is not a failure of faith; just as we seek medical care when our bodies are unwell, we can
seek care when our minds are struggling. Pastoral care, the sacraments, community, and professional
treatment can work together to support healing of the whole person. Human dignity does not depend on
psychological functioning. We are not more worthy when emotionally healthy or less worthy when
struggling. Every person is created in the image and likeness of God and possesses an inherent, inalienable
dignity that mental illness cannot erase.

B

Ministry Integration Examples
Consider how your ministry can foster a culture of health and sustainable service:

e Youth Ministry: Learn to recognize common signs of mental health challenges in young people.
Create an environment in which young people can ask for help while establishing clear
pathways for involving parents, pastoral leaders, and professionals when concerns arise.

e Marriage & Family Ministry: Equip couples and families with basic mental health awareness
and normalize seeking professional support when appropriate.

¢ Parish Leadership & Staff: Develop a simple mental health referral network of trusted licensed
clinicians and community resources. Train ministry leaders to recognize warning signs, respond
appropriately to disclosures of distress, maintain appropriate boundaries, and know when a
situation requires professional or emergency intervention.

e All Parish Ministries: Work intentionally to reduce stigma by speaking about mental health with
compassion and dignity.

Discussion Questions

1.Pastoral Accompaniment: What does it look like for our ministry to walk alongside someone
experiencing mental health challenges without attempting to take the place of a trained mental
health professional?

2.Reducing Stigma: What attitudes, assumptions, or language within our parish community might
unintentionally discourage someone from seeking mental health treatment?

3.Inspiring hope and healing: How can we create a culture where asking for professional help is
viewed as an act of courage, wisdom, and stewardship of one's God-given life?

4.Accompanying with Hope: How can our ministry communicate to someone experiencing mental
illness that their diagnosis, symptoms, or struggles do not diminish their dignity or their place
within the Body of Christ?
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